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Introduction 
The choice of Elisha as the subject of an extended 
study is not premised on the assumption that he represents 
Israelite prophecy at its best. When R. H. Pfeiffer contends 
that "the prophetic movement was the main force which made 
of the religion of a nation a universal religion of salvation," 
he quite rightly dates such a movement to the prophets fol-
1 lowing Amos. In many ways Elisha represents precisely 
those characteristics of prophecy which would not be ac-
cepted by later tradition as exemplifying true prophecy. 
His relationship to group prophecy, his extreme involvement 
in political history, and his wonder working all represent 
aspects of prophecy which would be rejected by the classical 
prophets of Israel. 
My interest in Elisha was originally stimulated by a 
study of translation narratives involving Enoch, Elijah, and 
Moses (since, according to Deut. )4:6, the place of Moses' 
burial is not known). The study of the translation narratives 
of Elijah in II K 2 revealed the curious way in which the 
Elijah-Elisha traditions are interwoven. An examination of 
the criteria on which the traditions of each prophet might 
be distinguished revealed a complex problem. Moreover, I 
was constantly impressed by the uniformly adverse opinions 
1. Pfeiffer, Art. (1947), p. 14. 
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which were rendered concerning Elisha. Quite frequently in 
secondary materials a destructive criticism of Elisha would 
be based on the opinion that the Elisha traditions were 
generally "legendary" in character. Implicit in many of these 
statements was the assumption that legend could not serve as 
a proper basis for historical investigation. The underesti-
mation of the importance of legend by such writers seemed to 
me to require a restatement of the relationship between 
legend and history in the Old Testament narratives. For such 
an investigation Elisha seemed a very acceptable subject. 
B. A survey of other work in this field indicates that most 
of the studies of Elisha have been done in connection with 
general commentaries on Kings rather than in monograph studies 
of Elisha. The interest of the commentators in the entire 
Kings tradition has left them little opportunity for a sym-
pathetic or extended treatment of Elisha, nor has the relation-
~hip of legend and history in the Elisha traditions been ex-
plored at any great length. The study of Elisha which is 
closest in perspective to the approach of the present writer 
is H. Gunkel's Geschichten von Elisa. Gunkel's approach, how-
ever, is to group the Elisha traditions around central figures 
or events within the traditions themselves. For Gunkel the 
history of Elisha centers in these persons or events: 1) Elisha 
as successor to Elijah; 2) the Shunammite; 3) Naaman; 4} the 
xiii 
1 
siege of Samaria; and 5) the r~volt of Jehu. Although Gunkel 
believes the Elisha stories are "wahre Meisterwerke alt-
israelitischen Erz!hlungskunst," he excludes from the Elisha 
narratives the historical accounts concerning Mesha and Ben-
2 hadad, as well as Elisha's relationships with Joash. The 
result of such a study as Gunkel's is to leave the reader rel-
atively uncertain with regard to the criteria for excluding 
certain materials and to create real doubt concerning the 
history of the included materials. Were the materials about 
Elisha collected in a manner which reflected an interest in 
the five areas represented in Gunkel's categories? If the 
earlier and later editors of the Elisha traditions collected 
them for historical and/or theological purposes, it is dif-
ficult to discover such purposes on the basis of Gunkel's 
five divisions. 
It was because of these inadequacies of Gunkel's history 
of Elisha that I believe a new study is justified which 
will utilize form and literary criticism but will trace 
the history of the materials through the roles which Elisha 
plays in the traditions rather than group the materials by 
their intrinsic subject matter. An emphasis upon the roles 
of Elisha will, I believe, provide a more comprehensive 
basis for understanding the interrelationships among the 
various traditions within the Elisha cycle. 
1. See GGE, pp. 1-100. 
2. Ibid., P• 2. 
C. The problems with which this dissertation is concerned 
include an evaluation of the Elisha traditions themselves, 
as well as an exploration of the larger context of the re-
lationship of legend and history. Insofar as the Elisha 
traditions themselves are concerned it is my intention to 
xiv 
examine more closely the nature and extent of them in relation 
to the Elijah traditions. Are all seeming parallels between 
the traditions of the two prophets the result of a transfer 
from Elijah to Elisha traditions? Is the assumption of such 
a transfer wholly true, or not true at all, or true in cer-
tain instances but not in others? On what bases can a tra-
dition such as II K 2, which involves both Elisha and Elijah, 
be assigned to the traditions of either prophet? The dis-
sertation will also investigate the virtual eclipse of Elisha 
by Elijah in later Jewish tradition in order to ascertain 
the origins as well as the nature of the eclipse. Is the 
greater reputation of Elijah based on his historic minis-
try in the Kings tradition, or is it the result of later 
interests in peripheral aspects of Elijah's ministry? What 
can be learned of Elisha's impression on later tradition 
• 
as it is reflected in the haggadic materials of Judaism 
and the patristic writings of Christianity? Are the elements 
of Elisha's ministry which loom large in the Kings traditions 
those which have mainly influenced his preservation in later 
tradition? 
XV 
Such a study will involve a determination of what ma-
terials in the Elisha traditions appear to fit a definition of 
legend and which belong to that category described as histori-
cal. Having made such distinctions within the materials, one 
may ask what values the legendary materials have. Must they 
be discarded entirely, or can they be important in the recon-
struction of our knowledge of ninth century Israelite pro-
phecy? Do the Elisha materials bear out the common assumption 
that legend is early and history late, or is it possible to 
show that legend and history may develop simultaneously? To 
what extent do these Elisha materials illustrate the assumption 
that the preservers of tradition are more inclined to expand 
an original narrative by added detail? Is it possible that 
a longer narrative may be earlier than its shorter parallel 
if the latter reflects the result of editorial pruning which 
has removed elements of detail unsuited to the purpose of 
a later editor? 
D. In order to explore these problems my procedure involves 
initially an examination of the Elisha sources themselves. 
Their present nature and possible origins will be investigated 
including an examination of the common assumption of cycles 
of tradition embracing Elijah, Elisha and Ahab. The nature 
of the materials will be explored from the approaches of 
both form and literary analysis. A closer study of the 
xvi 
Elisha sources will be made by the process of associating 
Elisha traditions with the roles which I believe early tra-
dition assigned to the prophet. Three such roles will be ex-
plored: 1) political prophet; 2) cult prophet; J) wonder work-
er. The grouping of the Elisha traditions under these roles 
may reveal the actual emphases of Elisha's ministry and/or it 
may reflect more accurately the interests of the early pro-
phetic preservers of these materials. In order to assess the 
actual relationship between Elijah and Elisha an examination 
will be made of those elements in the Kings tradition which 
bring the two prophets together. These elements are of two 
types: 1) materials discussing the historic relationship of 
the two prophets in a master-disciple context; 2) materials 
which are related to each prophet individually but which are 
suspect since they closely parallel traditions connected with 
the other prophet. Finally, an attempt will be made to explore 
the impressions of Elisha in late Jewish and Christian tra-
ditions in order to compare the emphases of Elisha's ministry 
as reflected in the roles he fulfills in the historic Kings 
traditions with the aspects of Elisha's ministry which have 
appealed to later Jewish and Christian writers. 
Throughout this study I am only too aware of the fact that 
the historian cannot "extinguish the self," as Banke once 
wished, nor can the historian accept the claim of Fustel de 
xvii 
Coulanges that it is ••not I who speak but history which speaks 
l 
through me." I have undoubtedly been affected in my approach 
to these materials by the emphases of Biblical criticism in 
the twentieth century, but I would hope that my judgments on 
the materials have been made in the light of the recognized 
influences on my canons of criticism rather than in ignorance 
of them. 
1. Stern (ed.), VH, p. 25. 
I. The Biblical Traditions of Elisha: The Sources 
A. The study of the history of Elisha must begin with a de-
termination of the sources which are relevant to the prophet. 
Although our material is limited to the Kin~s traditions, 
there is great uncertainty as to the exact limits of an 
Elisha cycle, if such a cycle existed. 
Part of our problem has been created by critics of the 
Biblical text who have grouped the materials on different 
bases. Some have grouped the sources by tneir present lit-
erary characteristics, others by the central figures and 
types of stories in the accounts, and still others according 
to the interests of the redactors of the Kings traditions. 
One of the major problems in the sources for a study of 
Elisha is to relate the stories themselves to the larger frame-
work in which they presently stand. Alfred Jepsen, who 
has analyzed the sources of the Kin6S text most recently, 
has listed the major problems in the history of the Kings 
traditions, and our answers to these questions affect strong-
1 ly our concept of the Elisha stories. An initial problem con-
cerns the question whether the Kings traditions are a con-
tinuation of the Pentateuchal strands or whether they repre-
2 
sent sources independent of the Pentateuch. The history of the 
1. JQ.KB, p. 4. 
2. A relationship between the Pentateuchal sources and the 
Kings traditions is accepted by EEAT, pp. JJ5-J40; H~lscher, 
Art. (1923), pp. 192-195. 
1 
process of redaction is also enigmatic providing an oppor-
tunity for difference of opinion whether the present Bibli-
cal text of Kings represents a single redaction or a series 
of redactions. It is problematical, moreover, whether the 
framework of Kings is the work of the redector or redactors 
or an original part of the traditions, or a mixture of both. 
If one accepts more than one redactor for Kings he faces the 
problem of dividing the work of revision. Hov.r much of this 
was revised before, in or after the Babylonian Exile? In 
2 
addition to the tice element, one must decide which materials 
represent the work of which redactors. An additional ques-
tion involves whether the sources previous to tneir incor-
poration in the Kings tra<iition vmre oral or written or both. 
If the sources were both oral and written, how does one de-
termine the difference? 
Of those who have grouped the Elisha sources on the 
basis of literary characteristics C. F. Burney is perhaps 
the most perceptive and persistent. Burney believes that on 
the basis of style I K 17-19; II K 2:1-18; 4:1-37; probably 
5 and less probably 8:7-15; 13:14-19 were all the work of 
1 
one author. Burney assumes, moreover, that the Elisha stories 
were originally short populsr tales which were :preserved in 
oral form originally and were not committed to written form 
1. BNBK, p. 214. NHPE, p. 141 thinks Burney's suc:;gestion 
11 most improbable. 11 
1 
until some "considerable time after the longer narratives." 
Burney's approach is primarily to take the present style of 
the Hebrew text of Kings as a key to the original author or 
authors and to conjecture about the history of the sources 
2 
previous to their present form. The limitations of such 
a method are that it strengthens our understanding of the 
last editorial process but says very little of the pre-
history of the sources. The conclusions based on literary 
criticism alone not only fail to penetrate to the earlier 
history of the materials but they simplify exceedingly the 
process of redaction. 
R. H. Pfeiffer's work stands out among those whose ap-
proach to the Elisha materials has been largely conditioned 
by the interests of the Deuteronomic redactors and the frame-
3 
work of Kings. Those who use this approach usually assume 
that there were two Deuteronomic revisions of the text, one 
before and the other after the Exile. The assumption is 
also made that Kings as a compiled written tradition is a 
Deuteronomic work and Pfeiffer criticizes H~lscher and Eiss-
4 
feldt for assuming a pre-Deuteronomic Kings. On the basis 
of this approach the Elisha traditions are usually considered 
1. BNBK, P• 215. 
3 
2. Burney will likewise group I K 20; 22:1-38; 3:4-27; 6:8-23, 
24-33; and 7 since they use the same style to describe the same 
subject. See BNBK, pp. 216-218. Although similarity of style 
can be granted, it is very questionable whether these sources 
all discuss the same subject. 
3. See PlOT, pp. 403-407. Cf. also BlOT, II, pp. 96-101. 
4. PlOT, p. 380, n. 2, indicates that H~lscher and Eissfeldt 
have confused pre-Deuteronomic sources with a Deuteronomic 
Kings. 
to be II K 2; 3:4-8:15; 13:14-21 1 and this view is supported 
by the contention that there is no trace of the first Deut-
eronomic redactor between II K 3:1-3 and 8:16-19. II K 
13:14-21 is considered a part of the Elisha narratives since 
it is "manifestly intrusive.•1 In contrast to Burney, Pfeif-
fer maintains that none of the Elisha stories was transmit-
2 ted by oral tradition. Pfeiffer concludes with the obser-
vation that these Elisha stories were written down in the 
northern kingdom about fifty years after the Elijah nar-
ratives, approximately 750 B.C. 
The work of 0. Eissfeldt is most helpful among those 
who have grouped the Elisha narratives by the central figures 
approach combined with elements of form criticism, although 
it must be observed that he utilizes literary critical 
methods to support his theory of continuing Pentateuchal 
3 
strands in Kings. Eissfeldt accepts the stories from 
II K 2:1-13:21 as all having Elisha as their principal sub-
ject. Within this large complex the materials can be bro-
ken down into three major categories: legends, sagas and his-
torical tales. 4 The legends center in Elisha as head of a 
prophetic band such as those which existed in Bethel, Jericho 
and Gilgal. Among these legends Eissfeldt includes 
1. PIOT, p. 403 
2. Ibid., p. 407. Cf. also BBK, P• 129. 
3. See EEAT, pp. 317-340. 
4. Ibid., pp. 332-333. 
4 
II K 2: 4:1-7, 38-41, 42-44; 6:1-7; 13:20-21. A second 
group of stories picture Elisha as alone or with a single 
helper named Gehaz1. Among these should be included II K 
4:8-37; 8:1-6• II K 5 is difficult to place since it par-
takes of both legend and history. A third grouping of 
stories are those with a historical setting such as the 
narratives in II K 3:4-27; 6:8-23; 6:24-7:19; 13:14-19. 
Even when one accepts a method of form analysis such as 
Eissfeldt's the difficulty still remains of discovering 
the original sitz 1m leben of these individual units of 
tradition. If these forms developed among the "sons of 
the prophets," how were they utilized in the communal life 
of the prophetic bands? 
All of the approaches we have mentioned have merit 
and none of the men cited, with the possible exception of 
Burney, would refuse to recognize the need for combining 
literary and form analysis for a proper study of the nature 
and extent of the Elisha sources. 
The major problem in considering the extent of the 
Elisha traditions centers primarily around II K 2 and 
II K 9,10. The question with regard to II K 2 is whether 
it forms a conclusion to the Elijah narratives or an intro-
duction to the Elisha narratives. On the basis of literary 
style as the single criterion Burney and Montgomery would 
5 
1 
associate this account with the Elijah traditions. Using 
the criterion of the form of the story and the principal 
subject, however, such a critical judgment is more diffi-
6 
cult to sustain. Most critics using literary criteria would 
accept I K 17-19; 21 as coming from the same author, 2 
but on literary grounds II K 2 can be incladed only if it 
comes from later editors or RUthors. The case against in-
eluding II K 2 in the Elijah traditions is strengthened by 
the observation within the account of a greater interest 
in Elisha. The inner vnity of the Elisha narratives is 
strengthened by including II K 2 in the Elisha tr.s.di tions 
since this story includes large elements connecting Elisha 
with the 11 sons of the pro~')hets. " 
II K 9,10 is the account of Jehu's uprising, anQ because 
Elisha appears only at the beginning of the narrative, a 
question has been raised regarding its place in an Elisha 
cycle. Pfeiffer believes that II K 9 does not belong to the 
Elisha cycle but was originally derived from the history of 
the kings of Israe1. 3 In general the opposition to including 
II K 9,10 in the Elisha traditions stems from the concepti::m 
that the editors of these traditions had two basic tradition 
types coming out of the north. The first of these was a 
1. BNBK, PD. 214-215. 
2. For a discussion of the various views see NHPE, pp. 5-22. 
J. PIOT, p. 407; cf. SK, pp. 28-29. 
7 
group of northern narratives which were largely political 
in character and would include II K 9,10 among other~. 
The second of the major sources for northern history was 
a series of prol)hetic biographies as exemplified in Eli-
1 jah and Elisha. The :9roblem beco:nes one of determining 
whether II K 9,10 is a political narrative with minor 
:pronhetic overtones or a prophetic story which is inter-
twined with political events because the history of the 
period is a commingling of prophe·c and king. If one 
assumes that Elisha is incidental to an important politi-
cal document, tne decision will be made to excise this 
tradition in II K 9,10 from the Elisha narratives. If one 
sees the tradition as mirroring correctly Elisha's respon-
sibility for Jehu's uprising and fulfilling the desire 
of the prophets for a removal of the worship of foreign 
gods encouraged by the house of Ahab, then one will in-
elude II K 9,10 in the Elisha traQitions. The separa-
tion of II K 9,10 from the Elisha traditions is valid 
only if the original sources were indeed separated as 
between political narratives and pro9hetic biographies. 
It would appear that this distinction is n·::Jt always 
applicable for the accounts of n:)rthern Isrs.el in the 
Kings traditions. Although the authors of Kings do say 
1. Other prophetic biographies of the north would have 
included Ahijah, Micaiah and Jehu ben Hanani. 
8 
they drew upon the histories of the kings of Israel end 
Judah, the form of these histories, which were not the 
l 
official annals, may have been influenced by the interests 
of the redactors. Particularly would this be true if the 
major Deuteronomic redaction were accepted as a "nebiistische 
2 
Bedaktion 11 as Jepsen thinks. Jepsen has questioned whether 
the redactor of the prophetic stories might not have come 
from a prophetic setting himself since his prophetic sym-
pathies seem evident. 3 The adjectives "political" and "pro-
phetic" lose something of their specific connotation in 
this reconstruction since a prophetic redactor would color 
the traditions coming to him in such a way as to make a 
clearcut division of political and prophetic m2.terials im-
probable. Since it is assumed that the prophetic redactor 
II ( B in Jepsen's notation) is actually the Deute~·::momic 
4 
editor, Jepsen concludes: 
Wenn wir annehmen ddrften, dass BII in Mizpa gegen 
Ende des Exils diese Tradition vernommen h!tte, w!re 
Erhaltung und Ubernahme die Uberlieferung am besten 
vers t~.ndlich. 
It may be concluded that we are deeling in the Elisha 
traditions with a series of narratives which have their ori-
gins in a larger collection of north3rn traditions which 
1. So PIOT, p. 396. 
2. J0)CB' pp. 76-101. 
J. Ibid .• , p. 78. These prophetl·~ e.ccounts would include I K 
11:29-31; 14:1-6,12,1Ja,l7,18; 17-19; 21; II K 1; 2:1-8:15; 
13:14-21. Among those narratives wnich are less clear in ori-
gin but which he concludes to be prophetic would be I K 20; 
22; II K 8:28-10:27; 11. 
4. Ibid., p. 95. 
mirror both political and prophetic interests. These tra-
ditions seems to have been major elements in the Deutero-
nomic editing of Kings, although it fits the material bet-
ter to assume that this Deuteronomic redaction both pre-
ceded and followed the Babylonian Exile. 
Within the larger collection of northern stories uti-
lized in the nebiistische Redaktion are the Elijah-Elisha 
traditions. The Elisha stories in particular seem to have 
been preserved through the activities of the 11 sons of the 
1 
prophets." In the accounts which place Elisha in the lo-
cality of the "sons of the prophets" a uniform picture of 
him emerges. When Elisha is associeted with the "sons of 
the prophets" the narratives almost always C'Jntain heavy 
elements of miracle. Although there is a shift in setting 
in II K 4:8-37; 5:1-27 in the sense that the prophetic 
band is gone and only Gehazi is mentioned, the element of 
wonder still prevails. 
The "~ons of the prophets" do not see Elisha only in 
the role of wonder worker. The collection of materials 
appears to have been guided by certain assumptions about 
the roles which Elisha might play in the traditions. The 
selection of these roles wc:.s presumably guided by the 
9 
actual history of Elisha as well as what wc:_s most acceptable 
1. SK, p. 277, conjectures that the Elisha stories were put 
together by "sons of the prophets" in various localities 
and then ")Ut together either as an independent work or as an 
appendix to the Elijah history. 
to the historical prejudices of those among the "sons of 
the prophets" preserving the traditions. In addition to 
his role as wonder worker, the present text indicates that 
there was also an attempt to picture Elisha as political 
prophet and cult prophet. 
10 
Within these roles assigned to the hero of the tales 
the traditions were collected in accordance with the canons 
of acceptable forms in the period. The form most easily 
delineated in the present text is the miracle story since 
the original form of several of the political narratives 
has presumably been rewritten to provide a better means of 
emphasizing the importance of Elisha 1n political events 
of the nation. 
B. If the Elisha sources were collected by the "sons of 
the prophets" it 1s possible that any of the centers of 
activity of the prophetic bands might have been the point of 
origin of the Elisha stories. The question of possible geo-
graphical origins is important since it may amplify our know-
ledge of the character of the sources. The influence of geo-
graphical origins would be supplemented by the other influences 
which helped to shape the present form of the Elisha narratives. 
In certain instances the actions of the hero may have in• 
fluenced the development of the form whereas in others a 
fixed form may have caused a selection of details within a 
11 
narrative to make the story fit the form. After their form 
had been fixed in the tr.s.di tion they were further utilized 
by at least one Deuteronomic editor and their meaning was 
enhanced in the sense that they served his or their purposes. 
If one assumes that the Deuteronomic redaction changed all 
material which did not patently serve Deuteronomic purposes, 
it can be pointed out that sooe of the Elisha IDaterials would 
serve the Deuteronomic purposes only by contrast with what 
was considered acceptable. Examples of contrast between the 
Elisha stories and the Deuteronomic purpose can be seen 
in the general description of prophecy, 1 in contradictions 
f 2 i d 1 d t" . 3 o the Deuteronomic law, n an un eve ope mono ne1sm, 
as well as Elisha's oracle against the ki:n.g of Aram involving 
an acknowledged lie and his subsequent responsibility for 
4 
the king's death. All of these factors influence the usage 
of Elisha stories on various levels of interpretation and 
tend to complicate the isolation of single sources within 
the Elisha narratives. Using the example of the sources of 
Genesis H~lscher has demonstrated how difficult it would be 
to isolate sources by individual heroes since we assume that 
the J strand will relate similar stories concerning Abraham 
and Isaac in Gen. 12:10ff. and Gen. 26:lff. 5 Because of these 
1. II K 3:15; 5:10. 
2. Cf. II K 3:25 and Deut. 20:19; II K 4:42 ana Deut. 26. 
3. E.g., II K 5:18. 
4. II K 8:7-15. 
5. H~lscher, Art.(l923), p. 191. 
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various levels of tradition in the Elisha stories the geo-
graphical cencers may serve as a good clue to the ulti-
mate origin of these sources,or their literary or oral forms, 
or the main actor around whom the stories have gathered. 
This would mean that various stories might have been pre-
served in particular centers whereas others might ha.ve cir-
culated through several centers and possibly in different 
forms. 
Although it would seem very difficult to select one 
geographical center for the collection of the Elisha stories, 
the geographical possibilities can be decreased by e.ssuming 
that it is most likely that the collection took place in 
a center of activity for the prophetic bands. The "sons of 
the prophets 11 appear the most likely heirs of the :i:!:lisha 
traaitions and would seem to have the best reasons for pre-
serving stories about the master prophet. Within the cities 
and towns known to he.ve served as centers for the 11 sons of 
the prophets" Jepsen commits himself with almost no reser-
vation: 11 Die Elia-Elisa Erz&hlungen simi wahrscheinlich in 
l Gilgal zusammengestellt und dberliefert •••• 11 Jepsen's exact 
identification, however, is based as much on his general 
theory of the sources of Kings as on the evidence of the 
text itself. Since he assumes that the first edition of 
Kings was enlarged a generation later by an editor of 
L. JQKB, pp. 99-100. 
lJ 
Deuteronomic outlook, Benjamite origin and prophetl.c sym-
pathies, it fits his Benjamin theory very well to isole_te 
Gilgal as the source of the Elijah-Elisha trc1.ditions. The 
evidence for Gilga.l does indicate that it was a c2nter for 
the e.ctivi ties of pro:phetic bands and, on this basis, may 
have served as at least one of the centers in wnictl Elisha 
meterial was collected. However, there is little if any-
thing in the text to justify the selection 8f Gilgal over 
Jericho or Bethel. Kittel is convinced that these are 
prophetic stories 11 •••• o.ie ohne Zweifel in cien Kreisen 
der 'Prophetens~hne' umgingen und hier wohl auch erstmals 
aufgezeichnet sind. 111 I'Ioreover, these 11 sons of the :prophets 11 
appeeor to have been in existence in Palestine until late 
2 in the period of the kings. It is therefore quite possible 
that these 11 sons of the prophets" built up a long tradition 
in certain places, mainly the sites of local sanctuaries, 
anQ that th~ee centers could form collection points for 
the traditions of former leaders. Such leaders would in-
elude Elisha without question and ~ossibly ~lijah. 
The problem of selecting Gilgal as tne exclusive center 
for the collection of Elisha traditions is complica.ted by 
J 
the recognition that Elisha is associ&ted with other centers. 
1. KBK, p. 185. 
2. JCPAI, p. 18; cf. I K 22; II K 1ff.; Amos 7:14; Jer. 35:4. 
J. Cf. HP, pp. 14Jff. 
We must take into account his association with Mt. Car-
l 2 3 4 5 
mel, Samaria, Bethel, Jericho, and Gilgal. In spite 
of Jepsen's suggestion, no one of these centers seems much 
more likely than any other. In most instances our knowledge 
of a particular town or city would be insufficient for 
tracing the influence of one center upon specific traditions. 
From the perspective of the Biblical text, however, all 
of these cities or towns are commonly accepted as sanctuary 
centers as well as centers for the activities of the "sons 
of tne prophets. 11 Even if one does not conceive of the 
"sons of the prophets" as cultic officials, it is certain-
ly true that they are to be found in close proximity 
to cultic centers. 
The influence of geography on our sources in Kings, tnen, 
would be the influence of cultic concerns on the forms of tne 
tradition. If, as seems likely, the Elisha stories had taeir 
origins among his disciples, the 11 sons of the prophets," it 
is probable that some evidence of this origin would remain. 
Part of this evidence is to be found in t11e geographical 
citations within the Elisha accounts, and an examination 
reveals that most of these cities or towns are known in the 
traditions of Israel as cultic centers. Bethel, for example, 
6 had a long history as a sanctuary site. 
1. II K 2:25; 4:25. 
2. II K 4:1-37; 5:1-19. 
3. II K 2:23. 
4. II K 2:18f. 
5. II K 4:38. 
6. Cf. Judg. 20:18,26; I Sam. 7:16; 10:3; I K 13:1-32; et al. 
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C. The text of the Elisha traditions has been subject 
to the usual vagaries of scribal preservation, and in spite 
of the nature, extent and origin of the underlying sources, 
there are certain confusions in the Hebrew text of the 
1 
·Elisha narratives. These confusions stem from dislocations 
of text and variations which may be the result of either 
scribal error or scribal editorial practice. Included 
2 
within the text are various dialects of Hebrew although, 
3 
as Montgomery notes, there are very few loan-words from 
Aramaic. Particularly helpful in the study of corruptions 
4 
of or additions to the text are the writings of G. H~lscher 
and W. Rudolph. 5 
It is important to note the textual relationship be-
tween the Masoretic Text and that of the versions, especially 
the Greek. J. Wevers, following the early work of Thack-
6 
eray, has continued the analysis of the interests and 
style of the Greek translators of Kings in a series of 
7 
recent articles. 
The Septuagintal translators of the Elijah-Elisha tra-
ditions seem to have translated the Hebrew text in a very 
literal fashion. The style of the Greek translation would 
1. For a general discussion of the text and language of Kings 
see MBK, pp. 3-24. 
2. Cf. BNBK, pp. 208ff. 
3. MBK, p. 7. 
4. H~lscher, Art.(l923), pp. 158-213. 
5. Rudolph, Art.(l951), pp. 201-215. 
6. Thackeray, Art.(l907), pp. 262-278. 
7. Cf. Wevers, Art.(l950), pp. 300-322; Art.(l952), pp. 40-56; 
Art.(l953), pp. 30-45. 
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seem to indicate that the t~anslator lacked great familiar-
ity with the Hebrew language and evidenced this in a wooden 
style and a large number of transliterations. 1 
The Greek translation also introduces certe.in cha..11.ges 
in historical fe.ct and emphasis in the translation of 
Elisha traditions. In II K ):27 Mesha's sacrifice of his 
son has beco111e the sacrifice of a son 111ho is co-regent rather 
than only crown prince. Minor changes in historical detail 
can be illustrated in II K 6:26,where the Hebrew text re-
cords the cost of an ass's head as eighty shekels while the 
Greek text has reduced the cost to fifty shekels. In II K 
8:17 the eight years of Joram of Judah are amplified to 
forty years in the Greek text. 
In his treatment of E~isha the Greek translator has a 
.translational peculiarity with regard to the titles assigned 
to Elisha. He apparently disliked the term 11 ma:(). of God 11 
2 
as applied to Elisha. Although this title occurs some twenty 
times between II K 4:2 and II K 8:4 the translator renCiers 
the Hebrew correctly only five times aso<.v9f i.vlTos -rou fJ£.:Jv • 
In all other instances the title is c·)nverted to Elisha in 
Greek. This usage of the Greek translator is purticularly 
interesting in the light of the use of titles within the 
l. Wever, Art.(l952), p. 42, cites as examples of translitera-
tions b~sed on ignorancel] i 'f in II K 4:39; -u I~ in II K 9: lJ; 
il Tl Sl _!, n in II K 10: 22; et al. 
2. Ibid., p. 43, where Wever indicates that the reason for 
this peculiarity is unknown. 
17 
Hebrew text of the Elisha stories. In the miracle stories 
1 
Elisha is often called "man of n.od. 11 '·1h fo · e 
-... vv en reJ.gners ar 
2 
addressing Elisha he is called "prophet," and Eli she. refers 
to himself as "prophet." 3 Kings refer to Elisha as 11 fa-
ther,"4and Elisha also calls Elijah "father. 115 In the case 
of the Greek translator the avoidance of a correct render-
ing of 11 man of God 11 is only evidenced between II K 4:2 
and 8:4, whereas both before and after these cnapters 
6 the title is correctly translated. 
The Greek translator was inclined to defend both pro-
phets and 9rophecy wherever possibl8 within the text. 7 This 
general tendency is particularly observable in the case 
of Elisha. Elisha's status as a master who can give or-
ders and see them executed is illustrated in several in-
stances. II K 4:41 suggestsjJ61J;-7 for the command to 
put the meal into the pot but the Greek renders this as 
In II K 7 the translator wishes to make 
it clear that all the predictions of Elisha came true and 
so he translates/ J yf; ..... 17""7 by omitting the -0 !J • In II 
K 1.3:19 one might suspect that Elisha was unduly harsh with 
1. E.g., II K 4:9. 
2. II K 5:.3,1.3; 6:12. 
J. II K 5:8. 
4. II K 6:21; 1.3:14. 
5. II K 2:12. 
6. Vever, Art.(1952), p. 4.3, suggests that the variation in 
usage may result from a feeling by the trenslator that the 
"term was too indefinite." 
7. See ~bid., pp. 50-51. 
Joash,whose error with the arrows was the result of ig-
norance. In Hebrew Elisha experienced ~ j e but the 
Greek translator lessened the impact of such a word by 
using the verb e>.vT1J8, • 
Although prophecy and prophets are generally praised 
by the Greek translators, the men who are condemned in the 
Hebrew text are even more severely criticized in the 
Greek text. This can be shown to be true with respect to 
1 
Ahab, Gehazi and the Samaritans. The inclusion of Ahab 
in this list indicates some of the difficulties for the 
Greek translator. In spite of the translator's desire to 
place the nation Israel in a favorable light he cannot 
overlook Ahab's responsibility for the sins of the kingdom 
of Israel which eventuated in the downfall of Samaria. 
The types of variations indicated between the Hebrew 
and Greek texts of the Elisha stories illustrate the dif-
18 
ficulty of emending the Hebrew text on the basis of 
differences between the two texts. The exegete should be 
most cautious in his emendation of the Hebrew texts in those 
instances in which the variation can be most easily explained 
as resulting from the perspective of the translator. 
D. Although the materials between I K 18 and II K 1) 
may ultimately have their origins in another basis than 
1. Cf. Wavers, Art.{l952), pp. 51-5). 
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the central figures, the materials as they are presently 
constituted can be subdivided so that they center on three 
figures: Elijah, Elisha and Ahab. Snaith's analysis of these 
three cycles would be as follows: (a) Elijah narratives ( I 
K 17-19; II K 1:1-18 and I K 21; II K 9:1-lO:)l);(b) Elisha 
narratives (II K 2; 4; 5; 6:1-7; 8:1-15; 1):14-21); (c) Ahab 
narratives (I K 20:1-4); 22:1-)8; II K ):4-27; 6:8-2); 6:24-7:20; 
1 
14:8-14). Admitting the difficulties of such a precise 
division of the sources, it is perhaps fair to say that we 
have three centers of tradition within the tradition of 
Kings from I K 17 to II K 14 and that the materials for 
each cycle may be compared. The above division of Snaith is 
based on certain assumptions which are not always granted. 
He assumes that the narratives in II K ):4-27; 6:24-7:20 
which have a clearly discernible historic setting must have 
come from sources other than the prophetic bands. They 
seem, however, to be clearly part of the Elisha traditions 
now and have apparently been preserved and possibly modi-
fied by prophetic influence. The problem is even more com-
plicated in the case of II K 9,10. Are these narratives an 
original part of a Jehu biography, a part of the Ahab biography, 
or a part of the Yahwistic emphasis of the "sons of the pro-
phets" ? 
1. Buttrick (ed.), IB, III, P• 12. 
20 
Although the history of the materials themselves miti-
gates against a completely accurate division of the traditions, 
many scholars assume such a division possible because of 
the evidence of later editorial work. Breaks in the text 
and differences in style are magnified in order to demon-
strate that these. biographies of the kingdom of Israel 
originally circulated in separate form. Kittel, for example, 
believes that I K 20 and 22:1-38 represent 0 eine neue und 
selbst!ndige Gruppe von ErzAhlungsstoffen" in contrast to the 
1 
other traditions within the complex from I K 17 to I K 22. 
Kittel produces his most convincing arguments, however, 
2 
when he introduces the question of roles within the tradition. 
It is improbable that Ahab would be a hero of prophetic 
centers,and on the grounds of improbability alone, Kittel and 
others are justified in assuming a separate origin for the 
3 Ahab material. If Ahab materials were preserved by prophetic 
bands it is most likely that they were preserved as examples 
in the life of a king who had deserted Yahweh. An examination 
of the Ahab traditions reveals that this alternative is 
unlikely. The animosity against Ahab in the traditions in 
I K 20; 22:1-38 has been diminished. Here Ahab is not pic-
tured as the willing husband of a woman who stands for the 
introduction of foreign gods into Israel. In I K 20; 22:1-38 
1. KBK, p. 162. 
2. Ibid., p. 163. 
3. Ibid., p. 161; BBK, pp. 116-118; Buttrick (ed.), IB, III, 
pp. 11-13; SK, pp. 28-29. 
Ahab is the brEwe soldier and the leeder of his people 
in war. The picture is n::>t one of a despotic ruler but 
rather of c: man who s.Jught the best for his people. When 
he is victorious he is represented as a victor who can be 
1 generous with his enemies. Here is no picture of a 
cruel tyrant who g-:>verns conquered peo_:>les without mercy. 
The picture of Ahab in these traditions is Jne which has 
been created by a sympathetic editor,and,if the role of 
Ahab in the Elijah-Elisha tre_ditions represents the opin-
ions of Ahab held by the northern prophets, we should not 
look to a prophetic origin for these Ahab stories in I K 
20 and 22:1-38. The collector of these Ahab traditions 
is not only loyal to Ahab, but :1e expresses an interest 
21 
only in the nolitical life of Ahab. When prophets such as 
Micaiah ( I K 22) are introduced into the text, it is quite 
clear that they are subordinate to Ahab. Perhaps the most 
important observation for the distinction between the Ahab 
traditions and. the Jilijah-Elisha cycles is tne question 
of Ahab's guilt in allowing Baal worship in Israel. Pfeif-
2 
fer defends Ahab's Yahwism with these words: 
••• Ahab remained a worshipper of Jehovah all his 
iife, without the slightest intention of making 
Jezebel's god •.•• the sole god. of Israel. Ahab 
1. cr. I K 20:33. 
2. PIOT, p. 404. 
probably coulci see no reason for Elija.h 1 s 
dilenma--either Jehovah or Baal(l8:2l)--
and regarded it as the product of a fanatical 
mlnd. 
22 
Ahab the Baal worshipper looms large in the prophetic tra-
ditions of the north but n~t in I K 20; 22:1-38. The re-
sul't:;s of an investigation of the so-called cycles of Elijah, 
Elisha and Ahab reveal that we are more likely to under-
stend the origins and me2ning of our sources for these 
three men if we stu6y the material on the basis 0f the 
roles assigned to them by the original tradition and either 
reaffirmed or modified by later redactors. If this methoci 
is to be successful in investigating the Distory of Elisha, 
it must be fortified by literary criticism where such methods 
are most helpful. The dc;,nger of the methoci proposed is that 
of subjectivism, but from this peril no interpreter is im-
mune irrespective of methodology. 
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II. Elisha: Political Prophet 
One of the major roles which Biblical tradition has as-
signed to Elisha is his role as political prophet. In the 
Biblical text Elisha emerges as one who was involved in the 
national and international events of his time to an even 
greater extent than a prophet like Isaiah. c. H. Gordon in 
writing of him says: 
It was Elisha who gave Elijah's program political 
implementation. If we strip the narratives about 
Elisha of their anecdotes, he appears as an impor-
tant historic personage; a maker of kings and a 
man who intervened boldly at the psychological 
moments, in international affairs.l 
For a proper evaluation of Elisha's role as political 
prophet it is necessary to inquire closely into the specific 
narratives which emphasize this aspect of his prophetic 
ministry. 
A. The setting for Elisha's involvement in the expedition 
against Mesha in II K 3 goes back to the earlier loss of Moab, 
which had actually been the worst defeat suffered by the 
foreign policy of King Ahab. According to the Moabite Stone, 
which is King Mesha's own account of his revolt, the revolt 
took place during the reign of Omri's son. As Albright points 
out, this stone can be roughly dated to between 840 and 
2 820 B.C., or approximately 830 B.C. The inscription includes 
1. GIOTT, p. 188. 
2. PANET, p. 320. 
the following information: 
As for Omr1, king of Israel, he humbled Moab many 
years •••• And his son followed him and he also said, 
'I will humble Moab.' In my time he spoke (thus) 
but I have triumphed over him and over his house, 
while Israel hath perished forever.l 
Mesha also relates that certain Israelite tribes, such as 
Gad, still dwelled in Transjordan. These Israelites were 
taken captive by Mesha and forced to work as slave laborers. 
The cause of the victory is ascribed by Mesha to a change 
24 
in heart by their god Chemosh who had relented of his earlier 
anger with the Moab1tes and delivered them out of the hands 
of the Isr~el1te god. 
In II K 3:4-27 we find the tradition of the war which 
the kings of Israel, Judah and Edom urged against Mesha. 
Montgomery believes that "the narrative is a capital example 
2 
of a 'prophetic' popular story of an actual historical event." 
Mesha's revolt sought to regain the independence the 
Moabites had known from the Solomonic period down to the 
reign of Omr1. In II K 3:5 the date of the revolt of Mesha 
is dated in the reign of Ahaziah, although the Mesha inscrip-
3 t1on would date the revolt to Ahab's own reign. The re-
volt itself resulted in the recapture of Medeba and the 
1. PANET, P• 320. 
2. MBK, p. 358. 
3. RHI, I, p. 291 accepts the tradition of the Moab1te stone 
against II K 3:5, believing that 1t is "unlikely that the 
word 'son' is used in the general sense of 'descendant'." 
Kittel, however, believes that "es 1st schwer zu sagen, wer 
bier 1m Rechte 1st, da unser Text auch durch 1:1 gestdtzt 
wird." Cf. KBK, p. 192 on II K 3:5. 
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restoration of Baal-meon,in which a reservoir was constructed. 
Ataroth and its inhabitants were destroyed and recolonized 
with the inhabitants of Sharon and Maharoth. Mesh2. indicates 
that he added over one hundred towns to the land of Moab, 
including the city of Nebo,which was quite a distance north 
1 
of the normal Hoabite border. The result of this revolt was 
Israel's loss of Moab,and Robinson emphasizes that the 
Moabite king, in contrast to the Ammonite king, is not men-
tioned among those who sent armed forces to p2rticipate in 
2 
the battle of Karkar against Shalmaneser. 
The campaign in II K 3: 4-27 reflects the attempt to 
regain Moab following the successful revolt of Mesha. One 
immediately faces the problem o~ who participated in the 
campaign. According to Olmstead, the campaign was conducted 
by Jehoram of Israel, Jehoram of Judah and the new king of 
J 
Edom. This is contrary to the Biblical text,which asserts 
that Jehoram of Israel appealed to his vassal Jehoshaphat 
of Judah for assistance in the campaign, and the two marched 
4-
against Moab assisted by the King of Edom. The original 
account may very well have lacked the name of the king of 
Judah,in the same way in which the text still lacks the name 
L. As Mesha indicates in the inscription Nebo was devoted to 
herem, involving the death of some seven thousand inhabitants 
if the figures are accurate. 
2. RHI, I, p. 292. 
3. OHPS, pp. 390-391. Cf. also GIOTT, p. 192. 
4. II K 3:14 confirms Jehoshaphat's participation by having 
Elisha name him. This association of Jehoram of Israel and 
Jehoshaphat of Judah is accepted by MBK, pp. 358-359; SK, 
p. 284; BTBK, p. 192. 
of the king of Edom. Benzinger concludes on this question: 
"Die ganz unregelmAssige Einsetzung der Namen wird durchweg 
1 
auf erklArenden Zus!tzen von sp!terer Hand beruhen." An 
alternative solution to the differences between the Moabite 
inscription and II K 3 may lie in the direction of assuming 
26 
2 that different campaigns are involved. Inevitably the history 
of both Moab and Israel has been influenced by a process 
of selection which chose to emphasize those events most 
favorable to the particular country preserving the tradition. 
The present historical evidence militates against our being 
able to conclude the question of which kings were involved 
with any great degree of accuracy or assurance. As Noth 
writes: • ••• eine bestimmte gesch1chtliche Deutung des jeweils 
Erz!hlten n1cht mehr m6glich ist. 11 3 What the Moabite inscrip-
tion does provide us with is a confirmation of hostilities 
between Moab and Israel in the general period under dis-
cussion. The battles seem to have been located mainly in 
the area east of the Jordan. There was apparently a great 
deal of raiding from either side although cities were the 
usual military objectives rather than countries as a whole. 
1. BBK, p. 133. 
2. So, e.g., FLAP, p. 158. 
3. NBI, p. 222. A third suggestion for the identification of 
the king of Judah appears in the Lucianic version of the 
Septuagint. In this text the name of the king of Judah is 
Ahaz!ah. The reason for this becomes clear, however, when 
the Lucianic chronology of the kings is studied and it be-
comes apparent that Lucian's chronology made it impossible 
for Jehoram of Israel and Jehoshaphat of Judah to be kings 
simultaneously. 
The beginning of the campaign against Moab was inaus-
picious. The kings chose a roundabout route involving a 
seven-day march so that Moab might be attacked from the 
south. Presumably the kings expected to find water in the 
area between Moab and Edam and were discouraged to find none, 
leaving them with an army without water. 
While the kings despaired of their fate, Jehoshaphat 
asked whether there was a prophet present from whom an 
oracle might be secured. A servant of the king of Israel 
reported that Elisha was present, and Elisha's introduction 
in the text is made in a setting which stresses his relation-
27 
ship to Elijah. The participation of the prophet in the po-
litical history of his day is being affirmed here, and Mont-
gomery notes that the type of participation pictured is confirm-
1 
ed in an ostracon from Lachish. As Pfeiffer observes, this ac-
count in II K 3:4-27 together with the accounts in II K 6:24-
7:20; 8:7-15 differ from all other Elisha accounts in that they 
reveal Elisha as "an irreconcilable enemy of the ruling king 
2 
of Israel." In the specific instance of II K 3:4-27 the 
sharp criticisms of Jehoram of Israel may be conditioned by 
a desire to state positive support for Jehoshaphat, who was 
3 
remembered by later ages as a model king. Nevertheless, Elisha's 
1. MBK, p. 360. For the text of Lachish Osracon IV, see 
PANET, p. 322. 
2. PIOT, P• 407. 
3. Cf. RHI, I, PP• 297-298. 
bitter statement to the king of Israel provides an opportun-
ity for the editor of the traditions to exhibit Elisha's 
1 hatred for the house of Ahab as well as Baal worship. 
Elisha's statement also provides the Israelite king with an 
opportunity to say that he considers Yahweh the only god who 
controls the fate of the three kings. Elisha's willingness 
to "inquire of the Lord" is based on his acceptance o!' Je-
hoshaphat and he extends the acceptance to the other kings 
for the present situation. 
A minstrel is summoned and under the influence of the 
2 
music "the power of the Lord came upon him." Elisha's pre-
28 
diction is that although they are faced with a serious water 
shortage the dry wadi before them will be shortly filled with 
3 
water. Gordon does not consider Elisha's prediction a miracle. 
He attests that sudden rains in hilly areas can send torrents 
through the wadis leaving holes in the wadis filled with water. 
The phenomenon itself is not startling but, as Gordon observes, 
the timing is. II K 3:20 witnesses to the fulfillment of 
Elisha's prediction of the arrival of water. 
In II K 3:18-19 tradition has preserved in the form of 
an Elisha oracle an account of the successes of the campaign 
1. The Septuagint lacks the phrase in II K 3:13 which includes 
the prophets of Jehoram's mother. 
2. II K 3:15. 
3. GIOTT, P• 193. 
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against Moab, although reference is made only to earliar 
victories and not to later reverses evidenced by II K ):27. 
From the text it is possible to form an impression of tl1e 
type of warfare which was conducted against Moab. Cis-
terns and wells were filled with stones, trees were cut 
down and the land was generally devastated. The misunder-
standing which led to an early Moabite defeat is explained. 
The water in the wadi holes ap~eared red to the Moabites and, 
thinking that internal warfare had broken out in the Israel-
1 ite camp,they attacked only to be destroyed. 
The Israelite armies proceeded to the capital of Moab 
at Kir-hareseth, but the impregnability of the city wall 
stopped the armies. At this point Mesha sacrificed his 
2 
son to Chemosh on the city wall. II K J:27b states: "And 
there came great wrath upon Israel; and they withdrew from 
him and returned to their own land." The exact meaning 
of this verse has caused much difficulty. One alternative 
solution which appears to have majority support is that 
the ancient form of this story was still influenced by a 
national concept of del ty which assumed the.t Yahweh was ef-
ficacious in the land of Canacn, but Chemosh was all-powerful 
in Moab. The meaning of the text becomes that Che:Eosh was 
aroused by Mesha 1 s sacrifice and prepared to destroy the 
+. MBK, p. )61, cites sources which state that the water in 
the particular valley involved is occasionally colored by 
red sandstone. 
2. Cf. Jud. 11:29ff.; II K 16:); Mic. 6:7. 
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1 
Israelites, but the Israelites fearing this withdrew. The 
second alterne.tive solution reduces the question to one of 
2 
distaste for such a gruesome act, although some of the details 
in Israel's past history should not have made the particular 
act of :rvlesha so repulsive. 
In II K 3:4-27 as amplified and corrected by tne Moabite 
inscription we have a relatively clear history of Israel-Moab 
relationships in this period. The history assun1es that Moab 
became a vassal to Israel under Omri. However, during the 
reign of Ahab Mesha regained an independent status for Moab. 
The expedition under Jehoram in II K 3 is an attempt to re-
gain :rvloab although the actual result is devastation of Moab• 
ite land rather than conquest of the country. The rebuilding 
program in Moab described in Mesha's inscription may well 
represent Mesha 1 s attempts to restore Moab to its condition 
preceding Jehoram 1 s expedition, since the inscription itself 
has been dated to a period after both Mesha's original revolt 
and Jehore.m' s expedition against him. 
It would be comparatively easy to prouuce a history of 
Moab-Israel relationships in this period with little if any 
reference to Elisha. Thus it would appear in this instance 
that the political history was finally preserved because of 
the prophetic involvement. Elisha's real importance to the 
1. So, generally, BBK, p. 135; SK, p. 289; GIOTT, p. 193. 
2. So, e.g., MBK, P• 364. 
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historical events lay in predicting the needed water which 
became the means of winning the first battle. Nevertheless, 
the importance of this tradition should not be left as a 
simple matter of political history preserved in prophetic 
traditions. The material also served a purpose in the 
Elisha traditions themselves. Primarily, this story enabled 
the tradition to preserve and strengthen the importance of 
Elisha as a political prophet, a prophet who could be called 
1 into kings' councils and whose predictions were fulfilled. 
Moreover, the tradition does provide Elisha with an oppor-
tunity to state his opposition to the king of Israel and 
through him to the worship of the Baalim allowed by the Is-
raelite kings. In one sense the story in II K 3 can be seen 
as a battle between gods, the Baalistic gods permitted by 
the Israelite kings (especially Ahab), the god Chemosh of 
the Moabites and the real god of Israel, Yahweh. The battle 
between Yahweh and Chemosh reflects the development of a 
notion of divinity which exceeds national boundaries, while 
the battle between Yahweh and the Baals is essentially a 
battle between a nomadic, military god and nature gods who 
particularly emphasize the fertility of the soil. Seen from 
this perspective, the importance of Elisha in this account 
looms even larger as we perceive him in the role of a political 
1. The Biblical text does preserve the fulfillment of the water 
prediction and the early victories of the Israelite armies 
although no mention is made of the withdrawal indicated in 
II K ):27. 
prophet proclaiming loyalty to Yahweh. 
A major problem of this tradition is to determine its 
origin. The importance given to Elisha makes it suspect as 
having come from a collection of accounts of the wars of 
Israel. It is equally difficult, however, to maintain, as 
Benzinger does, that it was drawn from purely prophetic 
1 
sources. What we really appear to have is a story whose 
ultimate origin cannot be determined on the basis of present 
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evidence which has combined historical and prophetic traditions. 
In the combination of traditions the importance and influence 
2 
of Elisha have presumably been amplified. 
B. In II K 5:1-19; 6:8-23; 6:24-7:20 we have a series of 
narratives which in various manners deal with the relations 
between Israel and Syria, all of them involving Elisha in 
different ways. 
The political importance of the Naaman story lies in 
what type of relationships between Syria and Israel are 
mirrored in the narrative. Naaman is an army commander 
3 for the king of Aram altpough the king's name is not given. 
The tone of the letter in II K 5:6 has led some commentators 
to assume that Israel was in a vassal relationship to Syria 
4 
at the time. Montgomery considers that this event, if authentic, 
1. BBK, PP• 132-133. 
2. Cf. SK, PP• 282-283. 
3. In II K 8:7 the name will be given as Ben-hadad. 
4. So, e.g., SK, p. 298; Buttrick(ed.), IB, III, P• 210; BBK, 
p. 138; KBK, p. 204. 
, 
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must have taken place during "one of the numerous interims 
1 
of constant warfare." The evidence seems to support Montgom-
ery's contention and we can presume an interim period between 
wars in a time when Israel is subject to Syria. It is 1m-
portant that such a setting would be preserved in the tradition 
irrespective of the historicity of the Naaman account itself. 
The major emphasis of this narrative is not, of course, to 
state political relationships between Syria and Israel, but 
rather to reveal the miraculous power of Elisha and his fame 
in Syria. Theologically the narrative serves to indicate how 
Yahweh intends Naaman to be the means by which Yahweh's sal-
vation will be granted to Syria. The result is to emphasize 
Elisha's importance, not only in a national settin& but even in 
countries such as Syri~with which Israel has been at war. 
Noth links the two following Syrian narratives in this 
manner: 
Von Einf!llen der Aram!er sogar in das west-jordanische 
Gebirge Ephraim 1st in 2. K~n. 6,8ff. die Rede; und 
nach 2. K~n. 6,24ff. wAre es sogar gelegentlich zu 
einer Belagerung der Stadt Samaria durch die AramAer 
gekommen. Immerhin konnte Israel trotz einiger an den 
Grenzen wahrsche1nl1ch eingetretener Verluste seinen 
Besitz den Aram!ern gegendber einigermassen behaupten. 2 
In the case of II K 6:8-23 we must concur with Mont-
gomery's judgment that "any historical basis of this story is 
indiscernible." 3 The setting given in the tradition is a state 
1. MBK, p. 373. RHI,I, pp. 339-340 adds the additional comment 
that the letter was interpreted by the Isr&elite king as seek-
ing a pretext for the outbreak of hostilities. 
2. NGI, pp. 222-223. 
3. MBK, p. 381. 
of war between Syria and Israel. The king, who has presumed 
that the defeat of his plans resulted from the activities of 
a spy, is informed that Elisha is his real antagonist. This 
information provides an explanation for a miracle of Elisha 
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in which the Syrian army, sent to capture the prophet, is 
blinded and taken captive although later released. The real 
importance of II K 6:8-23 is in the assumption that a setting 
of Syrian raiding in Israel would be a legitimate setting for 
this period. Although the account ends with an idyllic note 
of hope, stating as fact that the "Syrians came no more on 
raids into the land of Israel,"1 the following verse indicates 
a Syrian siege of Samaria. 
In II K 6:24-7:20 we have a narrative with a genuine 
historical background although Elisha's part in this nar-
rative may well have been expanded. We probably have another 
instance in which the demands of tradition with regard to 
Elisha dictated the preservation of this account primarily 
because of Elisha's involvement. The narrative itself has 
2 presumably been damaged in the process of transmission. 
Again we face the difficulty of discovering the ultimate ori-
gin of this story. The two major alternatives seem to be 
~ either a collection of stories dealing with the wars of the 
3 kings of Israel or a narrative which has been derived from 
1. II K 6:23. 
2. E.g., the narrative presumably contained in the original 
some explanation of why Elisha should have been considered by 
the king to be the source of the nation's troubles. 
3. E.g., KBK, pp. 213-214. 
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1 
prophetic biographies. Skinner's opinion which seeks a 
middle road between these positions would appear to fit the 
evidence best: "A chapter of political history may have 
2 
been utilized as the basis of a prophetic biography." 
Certain details in this narrative emphasize its his-
torical authenticity as well as its focus upon Elisha's 
role as a political prophet. For example, the siege of 
Samaria and the specific reference to the Hittites and Mus-
rites (II K 7:6) are more easily identified in particular his-
torical settings than are the generalized settings of inter-
mittent raiding such as may be found in II K 5:1-19; 6:8-2). 
Elisha's role as political prophet in this siege of 
Samaria is particularly dramatized in II K 6:)2f. This 
scene followed a condemnation of Elisha by the unnamed king 
of Israel. The text is sufficiently enigmatic that the reasons 
for the king's accusations are not given. As among the sev-
eral solutions which have been advanced it is difficult to 
take any one with a much gre~ter sense of assurance than any 
other. However, it is true that irrespective of why the 
king is accusing Elisha, the fact that the king is so pictured 
supports the contention that the traditions preserved here 
were desirous of seeing Elisha in a political role. Certainly 
when Elisha is held responsible for the fate of Israel, his 
1. E.g., BBI, pp. 141-142. 
2. SK, p. )06. 
political importance is being forcibly suggested. 
One solution is to assume that the famine in Samaria 
was not due primarily to the Syrian siege, but rather was 
the result of the drought which Elis~a had predicted. Be-
cause he had predicted it, Elisha was held responsible for 
the existing famine. This view receives some support from 
II K 6:25,although not from II K 6:27. 
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The solution most frequently offered is that Elisha was 
being castigated because he had urged the Isre.elite king to 
trust in Yahweh and the deliverance which Yahweh would bring. 
As Skinner writes: " ••• his [ the king's] sudden threat of 
vengeance on the prophet may have been due to exasperation 
1 
at the failure of these promises [of Elisha's]." Benzinger 
does not accept this view, however, since " ••• der K~nig hatte 
es ja nach wie vor in der Hand, durch Ubergabe der Stadt die 
2 Sachlage zu ~dern. 11 Benzinger's position is true in so far 
as the king 1 s ability to end the siege is concerned, but it 
does not touch the problem created ~ith regard to the power 
of Yahweh if Elisha is really responsible for a heroic resis-
tance by the king and people who trust in Yahweh's deliverance. 
We find further confirmation of Elisha's importance as 
a political prophet in the tradition in II K 6:32f. The pic-
ture given is of Elisha in his own home surrounded by the 
1. SK, p. 308. 
2. BBK, p. 141. 
elders who have presumably come to him for advice to be ob-
1 
taired through an oracle. Kittel assumes that the elders 
"befinden sich bel Elisa um mit ihm tiber die Lage der Stadt 
sich zu besprechen, bezw. seinen Spruch zu h~ren." 2 In the 
prophecy of Ezekiel there are several instances in wnich the 
elders visit t.oe prophet and sit with him. 3 In each instance 
it is made,quite clear that this type of conference was con-
4 
eluded with an oracle. 
The exact text of the conversation between the king 
and/or messenger and Elisha is made problematical by the 
5 present state of our text. There is general agreement, how-
ever, that the king, rather than a messenger, is speaking 
in II K 6:JJ. In tnis verse the king blames the Lord for 
the present plight of Israel and raises the question whether 
Israel should wait any longer for the deliverance of Yahweh, 
which Elisha had presumably promised. The reply of Elisha 
to the king 1 s accusation is an oracle (II K 7:lff.) which 
declares the famine at an end. Although it is impossible to 
confirm the specific aspects of Elisha's activities else-
where than in our Biblical text, the particular aspects of 
a siege, a famine and a meeting of elders and prophet seem 
historically acceptable for this period. 
1. So, e.g., BBI, p. 14J; SK, p. J08. 
2. KBK, p. 216. 
J. Cf. ·Ezek. 8:1; 14:1; 20:1. 
4. For a discussion of torah as teaching or judgment cf. 
SJCH, ch. XIV. 
5. For discussions of the problem involving confused usages 
of :f ""f. 7 f1 il and :f~ J1 i1 see MBK, p. )86; BBK, p. 143; SK, 
pp. J08-J09. 
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c. In II K 7:1-20 we have an account centering in an 
oracle of Elisha finishing the famine which Samaria has 
been experiencing. The details of the story concern them-
selves with four starving lepers who have decided thE,t they 
will die in any event and conclude upon surrendering to the 
enemy. When they approach the Syrian cawp they find it de-
serted. The Syrians have obviously fled the camp in haste, 
and the explanation given by the narrator is that the Syrians, 
hearing wh~t they believed to be horses and chariots, as• 
sumed that the Israelite king had hired other armies to fight 
them. The retreat w2s accomplished so quickly the_t among 
other things much food was left behind. The lepers returned 
to Samaria to tell of their discovery and, after cnecking to 
be sure that this was not a Syrian stratagem to get them out-
side the city, the people of Samaria left the city and plun• 
dered t~1e camp. 
Part of the problem in this account is to determine 
when such a siege of Samaria might have taken place. If the 
evidence of the narrative points to an historic siege, we 
may again have evidence of a political event which has been 
preserved as a prophetic narrative and which brings into 
prominence a tradition-role for Elisha as political prophet. 
If no evidence for such a siege can be found we must conclude 
that this is primarily a wonder story which has clothed itself 
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in historical garb. 
The initial problem is to ascertain when such a siege 
of Samaria took place. In II K 6:24 we have an identifica-
tion of the attacker as Ben-hadad, king of Syria. It is 
uncertain, however, which king of Israel is intended since 
he is never named. Moreover, it is also difficult to ascer-
tain which Ben-hadad this refers to. In the records of the 
Assyrian king Shalmaneser III (858-824) we have a detailed 
account of the defeat which the Assyrian king inflicted on 
the Syrian coalition at Karkar. In the account of this 
1 Assyrian victory we find Adad-'idri ( i.e. Hadadezer) of 
Damascus and Ahab of Israel mentioned as allies. As Kraeling 
writes: "Benhadad and Hadadezer cannot be identified except 
under the theory that the full name was Ben-Hadadezer, of which 
the Assyrians dropped the first element and the Hebrews the 
2 last." Following the major defeat at Karkar Ahab determined 
to reconquer Ramoth-Gilead as described in I K 22. In I K 
22, however, the "king of Aram" is unnamed and cou.ld be 
3 
Hadadezer, the successor of Benhadad. ~ve do know that between 
the fourteenth and eighteenth year of Shalmaneser's rule a 
change of rulers took place in Syria. An Assur text of 
1. Cf. PANET, PP• 278-279. 
2. KAI, p. 76. 
3. Kraeling recognizes that such a reconstruction contradicts 
II K 8:7-15 in which Hazael is the successor of Benhadad. For 
a discussion of alternctive theories see KAI, p. 77, n. 1. The 
most likely solution is to assume that the name Ben-hadad in 
II K 8:7-15 is a gloss and "king of Aram 11 must refer to Hadadezer. 
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Shalmaneser III contains the following information: "Hadadezer 
1 perished. Hazael, son of nobody, seized the throne •••• " 
The siege of Samaria in II K 6:24-7:20 does not seem 
likely for the Benhadad who is a contemporary of Ahab. Since 
Jehoram, son of Ahab, is the king mentioned by name at the 
beginning of the Elisna cycle, it has been assumed that 
all subsequent narratives can be placed in his reign. How-
ever, a siege of Samaria during Jehoram's reign appears un-
likely since the king of Aram in that period would have been 
too preoccupied with the Assyrian peril to undertake such a 
campaign against Israel. The best suggestion for the dating 
of such a siege is that of Kuenen, who contends that the king 
2 
of Israel in this narrative is Jehoahaz. Kuenen seeks confir-
mation for his opinion in the epithet "son of a murderer" 
which is applied to the king in II K 6:)2 and which from the 
lips of Elisha should refer to Jehu as the king responsible for 
the violent revolution. If the epithet is interpreted literal-
ly it can only mean that Elisha disapproved of the violence con-
nected with Jehu's revolution even though he bore responsibility 
for it. However, Kittel and others have rightly contended that 
"es braucht nicht notwendig den Vater als wirklichen M~rder 
zu bezeichnen •••• "3 The epithet need not be taken literally, 
1. PANET, P• 280. 
2. KEAT, p. 25. ). KBK, p. 241. MBK, p~ )86, and BBK, p. 142, indicate that 
the epithet means "murderous fellow" rather than a literal 
son of a murderer. 
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although if so taken it does accurately describe Jehu. 
If we are to assume that the king of Israel is Jehoahaz 
we must reconcile this with Benhadad. Two alternative 
solutions are offered as possible explanations. The first 
is to assume that the king was unknown and the co~Tton name, 
Benhadad, was used rather than leave the narrative with no 
1 identification of the Syrian king. The second alternative 
is to assume that the Benhadad of this text was a real ki11g 
and if the Israelite king is Jehoahaz, the king of Damascus 
2 
would be Benhadad, son of Hazael. Such a reconstruction would 
still not exclude the possibility of Elisha as a particippnt 
in the narrative since we have an account of the visit of 
Jehoahaz's son to Elisha's deathbed ( II K 13). 
One other aspect of II K 6:24-7:20 adds to the possible 
historicity of the narrative. This is the reference in II 
K 7:6 to the kings of the Musrites and the kin::';s of the 
Hittites. The Hebrew version of Musrites has given rise 
to earlier opinion that this reference was to the Egyptians, 
although most contemporary scholars seem opposed to such an 
3 
identification. The opposition to Egyptians is based on the 
inaccuracy of referring to the "kings" of the Egyptians as 
well as the improbability of an alliance in this period between 
1. Favoring this is the recognition that in II K 8: 7-15 
Benhadad appears .as a gloss. Against the contention is the 
recognition that the king of Aram was not always named in 
Israelite sources, e.g. I K 22. 
2. Cf. II K 13:3. 
3. See, e.g., MBK, PP• 384-387; Buttrick,(ed~, IB, III, 
p. 222; KBK, p. 217. 
Hittites and Sgyptians. An attack on Damascus by the Mus-
rites and Hittites in the period of Jehoahaz and Benhadad, 
son of Hazael, seems quite possible,for,as Kraeling writes: 
They [Musrites] and the Hittites of Carchemish and 
Arpad may well have been moved by the Haldians of 
Urartu to attack Damascus, for the Haldians were 
striving to establish an empire in Syria about this 
time.l 
The result of such an att2ck on Damascus would be to force 
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the Syrian army to withdraw from the siege of Samaria in order 
to aid the defense of Damascus. This would provide another 
explanation for the deserted Syrian camp discovered by the 
lepers from Samaria. 
The conclusions of our investigation indicate that it 
is more, rather than less, probable that a siege of Samaria 
could have taken place, although Montgomery is correct in 
2 
stating that 11 there is no basis for exact hist~)rical dating. 11 
However, a siege of Samaria by the Syrian army is certainly 
a possibility and a more likely possibility in the later 
reign of Jehoahaz than in the earlier reign of Jehoram, son 
of Ahab. Such conclusions must be based on details in the 
narrative including the reference to the Hittites and Musrites, 
as well as later references to Elisha which place him as 
alive in the reign of Joash. The major change resulti~g from 
a later placement of the narrative is the a.ssumption that the 
1. KAT, p. 83. 
2. MBK, :P• 384. 
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event to,Jk place at a later point in Elisha 1 s ministry. 
That Elisha's importance in this narrative may h.::we been exag-
gerated by later tradition must be granted, but the historical 
context in which he has been placed seems likely and the 
tradition has again been successful in picturing him as a 
political prophet, recognized by kings and elders as a 
prophet of great influence. 
D. In the relationships of Elisha and Jehu we see again the 
political importance which tradition has assigned to Elisha. 
In II K 9-10 a narrative is given describing the "revolution" 
of Jehu. Ahaziah and Jehoram are allies in a battle against 
the Syrians at Ramoth-Gilead. fiounded in battle, Jehoram 
went back to Jezreel to recover. It is at this moment that 
the pro9hetic pe.rty under Elisha chose to act. Jehu was one 
of the military officers at Ramoth-Gilec.d and .2:lisha sent 
a "son of the prophets" to secretly anoint him. Jehu, having 
been anointed by a prophet of Yahweh,is accepted by the other 
officers as a king. With the assured support of the army Jehu 
drives to Jezreel by chariot. The result of this revolution 
is a memory of bloodshed which was not soon forgotten. In 
Hos. 1:4 is a condemnation of Jehu and a promise that the 
Lord will bring an end to the house of Israel. The kings of 
Judah and Israel were slain in Jehu's uprising as well as 
Jezebel. Following these royal assassinations Jehu proceeded 
to eliminate the entire house of Ahab. Part of Ahaziah's 
family was also captured and slain. · Following the extir-
pation of the royal families, Jehu's attack was turned upon 
the Baalists since he believed that his ascent to the throne 
demanded a defense of Yahwism and a defeat for Baalism. 
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With the aid of Jonadab, son of Rechab, the Baalists were 
lured into a Baal temple from which they did not emerge 
alive. From the perspective of the narrative in II K 9-10 
Israel was purged of Baalism by Jehu's actions,but at a price 
which even Israel could not condone. In II K 10:)1 Jehu 
was condemned,in spite of his zeal for Yahweh,since he did 
not recognize the Deuteronomic conception of kulteinheit 
and kultreinheit centering in Jerusalem and allowed Israel 
to worship Yahweh outside of Jerusalem. 
Elisha's involvement in this anointing of Jehu and the 
subsequent revolution which erupted seem sufficiently probable 
that few have questioned the historical character of the nar-
ratives in II K 9-10. The "sons of the prophets" seemed 
determined to destroy the house of Omri irrespective of cost. 
Certainly, as Robinson cautions, we must not see these pro-
phets as always championing democratic ideas among the people. 1 
It was for religious rather than political considerations that 
Elisha entered into a political revolution. Jehu became for 
1. RHI, I, p. )44. 
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Elisha an instrument of the Lord for the eradication of all 
that Omri's house stood for, especially the worship of the 
Canaanite Baals and the foreign gods such as those intro-
duced by Jezebel. In one sense we can see a definite im-
print of Elijah's ministry in the Jehu accounts, for in the 
traditions of I K 17-19 Elijah emerges as the champion of 
Yahweh against the Baalim. In the Elisha-Jehu narratives can 
be seen the extreme end of an anti-Baal policy in which one 
seeks to eliminate Baalism by a wholesale destruction of the 
royal families and the Baalistic leaders. There was sufficient 
unrest in the country that a revolution such as Jehu's could 
be accepted even if later deplored. Among the population 
elements which felt dissatisfaction at the time, Robinson 
includes the agriculturists who resented innovations such as 
those introduced by Jezebel and also the religious conserva-
tives who still maintained the "old wilderness standards in 
1 
religion." 
However, it is certainly true that the pro~hets would be 
among the dissatisfied peoples. For them the house of Omri 
represented on the religious side a willingness to entertain 
gods other than Yahweh. Moreover, there also seems to have 
been a concern among the prophets for the protection of the 
po0ular rights. The prime example of royal injustice here was 
Naboth,~~d his name could have served well as a rallying cry 
1. RHI, I, p. 345. 
for all who felt dispossessed by the internal policies of 
the Omri dynasty. Although the revoluti::m of Jehu is be-
lieved by the Kings tradition to have achieved the extir-
pation of Baalism, it was politically disappointing as can 
be seen in the Assyrian records. 
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In the annals of Shalmaneser III we find amole evidence 
that Jehu vlc.s not to be found am;::Jng those resisting the As-
syrians. Shalmaneser records that in the eighteenth year of 
his rule he received "the tribute of t!1e inhabitc.nts of 
1 Tyre, Sidon, and of Jehu, son of Omri. '' Noreover, in the 
black obelisk inscrintions Shalmaneser records that he re-
ceived tribute from Jehu including "silver, gold, a golden 
saplu-bowl, a golden vase, with pointed bottom, golden tum-
blers, golden buckets, tin, a staff for a king, (and) wooden 
2 
purichtu." 
In summarizing the effect of Jehu's revolution Robinson 
writes: "It seems impossible to defend or excuse Jehu's 
methods by any known moral standard, ancient or modern." J 
Israel itself found it difficult to countenance such action 
and Elisha's responsibility for initiating such tragic con-
sequences cannot be brushed aside. If in the minds of the 
Deuteronomic editors there had ever been a desire to place 
Elisha in a less favorable light than Elijah, this desire 
1. PANET, p. 280. 
2. Ibid., p. 281. 
J. RHI, I, p. 347. 
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could not have been more easily fulfilled than by stressing 
Elisha's responsibility for Jehu's actions. The narrative 
makes it quite clear that Elisha's status as a prophet of 
great power and a prophet of Yahweh, the true Lord, is 
recognized. Moreover, the narrative emphasizes that the 
anointing of Jehu by a prophet representing Elisha will be 
accepted as validating Jehu's claim to the throne. This is 
the impression left by the narrative and it does indeed em-
phasize Elisha's importance as a political prophet. Although 
both Elisha's participation in Jehu's anointing and the sig-
nificsnce of the_t anointing may have been exaggerated in the 
present Biblical text, Pfeiffer is correct when he states 
that 11 •••• his [Elisha's] share in Jehu's annihilation of 
the dynasty of Omri is attested ind1dentally in a document 
1 
of unimpeachable historicity and objectivity." 
E. In II K 8:7-15 is an account of Elisha's involvement 
in the succession of Hazael to the throne of Syria. Theo-
logically the importance of Hazael for the faith of Israel 
is his predicted action against the Israelite kings,whose 
failure to accept Jerusalem was a constant cause of casti-
gation by Deuteronomic editors. Moreover, the Israelite 
royal family had been contaminated thr0ugh Jezebel and 
Baalism, and this meant that the Davidic line had_ been con-
taminated through Athaliah, the daughter of Ahab. Elisha 
1. PIOT, p. 4o6. 
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believed that Hazael was commissioned to erase this blot on 
Israel's faith from without the kingdom. 
Hazael is introduced into the text without any infor-
mation concerning his family or any office held. This has 
led to an almost unanimous conclusion that he could not have 
been the king's son nor his rightful heir. Skinner believes 
"it is practically certain that he was a high military officer, 
1 probably the commander-in-chief." The change in power which 
brought Hazael to the throne can be dated to within four years 
by reference to the annals of Shalmaneser III in his accounts 
2 
of the Aramean wars. In the fourteenth year of Shalmaneser's 
rule Hadadezer is king of Damascus,but in the eighteenth year 
Hazael appears as the ruler of Damascus. 
3 
As noted in our earlier discussion it does not seem pos-
sible to equate Benhadad with the Hebrew Hadadezer derived from 
an original Adad-idri. For this reason the name Benhadad in 
II K 8:7-15 should be regarded as a gloss,and it should be 
assumed that the "king of Aram" in this narrative is Hadadezer 
4 
or Adad-idri. This receives confirmation in the inscription 
which mentions that Hadadezer perished and Hazael siezed the 
5 throne. The explanation for the presence of the rn.me Benhadad 
1. SK, p. 315; BBK, p. 145. 
2. Cf. PANET, p. 280, for text. 
3. See p. 
4. See KAI, pp. 76-79; NGI, p. 224, n. 1. Noth writes:" •••• die 
Prophetengeschichten, die den Namen Benhadad enthalten, zeit-
lich nicht sicher zu fixieren sind." 
5. Cf. PANET, p. 281. 
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seems to be, as Noth states, that "Benhadad galt in der 
Weitftberlieferung der Prophetengeschichten als aramAischer 
1 K~nigsname schlechthin." Therefore what the text in II K 
8:7-15 is really telling us is that following his c~nference 
with Elisha, Hazael murdered the "king of Aram" in Damascus 
and placed himself upon the throne. On the basis of the ba• 
salt statue discovered in the city of Assur we assume that 
the murdered king was Adad-idri or Hadadezer in Hebrew. 
It would appear that the events in Syria which are 
described in II K 8:7-15 can be corroborated on the basis 
of Biblical and extra-Biblical records and we have an ac• 
curate historical account when the gloss of Benhadad is 
removed. From the perspective of the Elisha narratives 
this account seems to be a fulfillment of the political 
oracles given by Elijah in I K 19:15ff. In I K 19:15 Elijah 
is instructed to anoint Hazael as king over Syria. If it 
is assumed that the account in II K 8:7-15 is a doublet to 
the Elijah tradition, we must question why there is no 
tradition of an anointing for Hazael. The literal fulfill-
ment of I K 19:15ff is accomplished only in the case of 
Jehu and then through an intermediary. 
The most interesting aspect of this tradition is the 
prominence of an Israelite prophet in the affairs of another 
country with which Israel has intermittent warfare. II K 8:7 
1. NGI, I, p. 224, n. 1. 
presumes that in spite of occasioned hostilities the fame 
of Elisha is known to the king of Syria and that he regards 
Elisha highly enough to send Hazael for an oracle. 
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Montgomery's opinion that there is no 11 religious domes-
1 
tic motif" in this account should be questioned. He contrasts 
this account wi t!1 the anointing of Jehu and Jehu's ·use in 
the removal of the house of Ahab. There is a domestic motif 
here and it is the use of a ruler beyond the covenant re-
lationship who will exercise God's judgment upon his people. 
The terrible destruction which Hazael will bring to Israel 
is pictured in II K 8:12 and certainly describes a state of 
war. In the light of the Elijah tradition in I K 19 we might 
presume to call the war of Hazael a holy war. The treatment 
of Hazael in the text is an adumbration of the concepts under-
lying the Isaiah tradition which will refer to Assyria as the 
2 
"rod of my anger. 11 When one combines the Elijah oracle in 
I K 19 with the Elisha oracle in II K 8 the result is the 
beginnings of a doctrine of God as lord of nistory. Hazael 
will be an instrument from without to purge Israel of its 
sin, while Jehu will do this from within. Although the usage 
is for different purposes, one might compBre the use of Hazael 
with Deutero-Isaiah's understanding of how Cyrus will be used 
to restore the people of Israel. 
1. MBK,p. JJ4. 
2. Cf. Isa. 10:5-J4. 
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In II K 10:32-33 we find a short summary of Israel's 
losses to Syria and a sure fulfillment of Elisha's prediction 
for Hazael. The two verses indicate that Hazael seized all 
of the Israelite territory in Transjordan and Israel became 
a vassal state of Damascus. As Kraeling writes of him: 
"Hazael looms up as a great warrior, the greatest, perhaps, 
1 
of the Aramaean kings." The Transjordanian territory was 
retained by Da~ascus until the victory over Damascus by 
Adadnirari III in 805 B.C. 
F. The last of the traditions which openly connects Elisha 
with a royal family is that in II K 10:13-25 in which his 
relationship to Jehoash of Israel is discussed. In this 
section we have a formal account of Jehoash 1 s reign with 
the customary introduction, followed by his obituary. 
Two stories follow concerning Elijah and only the first re-
lates him to Jehoash. 
The background for the prophet's action in II K 13:14-19 
is the rise of Damascus under Hazael. Hazael hau been able 
to capture Transjordan and the city of Gath and to extract 
ransom from Jerusalem. Most of this had been possible because 
the Assyrians were not marching to the west. After 841 B.C. 
we have no preserved accounts of any military expeditions 
1. KAI , p. 81. 
- - - -
- - -- - -
westward by Shalmaneser III. Life in Palestine was free 
of Assyrian influence until the time of Adad-nirari II who 
became king of Assyria in 805 B.C. During his kingship 
Syrian inroads in Palestine were checked. Although the re-
newed Assyrian interest in Palestine did remove Damascus as 
a threat to Israel, it still remained for Israel to assert 
itself against Damascus. Under Jehoash of Israel the north-
ern kingdom secured victories over Syria and was able to re-
gain cities which had been lost to Hazael. 
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In symbolic action Elisha expressed his belief that 
Yahweh would lead Israel on to victory. The king was in-
structed to shoot an arrow eastward, although Damascus would 
have been literally in a northeasterly direction. Neverthe-
less, directly to the east of Israel would have been Trans-
jordan which was to be the scene of Jehoash's first victories. 
In II K 14:25 the tradition has preserved a generallzed 
account of three victories of Jehoash in recovering the 
cities of Israel. This was the beginning of Israelite re-
covery from Syrian oppression, and the reign of the next 
king of Israel, Jereboam II, was to see Israel's greatest 
successes over Damascus. 
In all of the accounts of Elisha in which he is related 
to a royal household, it becomes clear that we are dealing 
with two kinds of material. 1 In certain accounts it can be 
1. Especially II K 3:4-27; 6:8-23; 6:24-7:20; 8:7-15; 9:1-
10:28. 
seen that Elisha is an important figure in political events 
which can be confirmed to some extent through extra-Biblical 
sources. Although the role of the prophet may have been 
exaggerated in any particular political situation, the set-
ting given is always an authentic one for the period in 
question. Only in the instance of II K 13:10-25 does one 
have the impression that the account of Elisha is quite 
extraneous to the narrative of Jehoash. Even here the 
legendary material concerning the arrow of victory does 
relate to a real three-fold victory of Jehoash. The mini-
mum conclusion which seems possible is that the received 
traditions of the Deuteronom1c editors placed a heavy em-
phasis on Elisha's role as political prophet. Because of 
the relatively large number of authentic settings which ac-
company these Elisha stories, it becomes possible to assume 
that Elisha was actually involved on a series of occasions 
as a political prophet even if those who preserved his 
memory may have amplified his role. 
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III. Elisha: Cult Prophet 
A. To describe Elisha as a cultic prophet involves both a 
study of the development of cultic prophecy up to his time as 
well as an investigation of his relation to the "U- "f, ""'l ] of 
his day. It has peen recognized for many years that there 
was a close connection between the r'lJ and the sanctuary 
with its priests. W. Robertson Smith noted the likelihood 
of a close relation between the 1-"'"l] and the priests, be-
lieving that the "guilds" lived together near the ancient 
sanctuaries. 1 Smith believed that "the current notion [1882] 
that the prophets were not a guild is derived from too ex-
clusive attention to the prophets of the school that arose 
with Amos and expressly disclai~ed connection with the es-
2 tablished guilds." · The work of the D- 1--...... ~] and their 
influence on later prophecy and other canonical literature 
(especially the Psalms) has received increasing attention 
in recent years, particularly since the studies of Sigmund 
3 . 
Mowinckel. Since Mowinckel 1 s work there has been an in-
creasing flow of materials coming from Scandinavia and from 
England, especially in the writings of S. H. Hooke and the 
"myth and ritual school," which have indicated the activity 
of the cultic prophet both before and after the rise of 
4 
the "writings prophets. 11 
1. SPI, p. 85. 
2. Ibid., n. 17, pp. 388-389. 
3. MP, III. 
4. For a survey of current study on the question of cultic pro-
phecy see 0. Eissfeldt, "The Prophetic Literature," in ROTMS, 
pp. 119-126; Rowley, Art.(l945), pp. 77-99. Especially im-
portant for the study of cultic prophecy are JN; JCPAI; HACP. 
The connection of the prophet with the sanctuaries has 
been made difficult by the uncertain etymology of the word 
f "'-1 J. Certain scholars believe th8t it is to be derived 
from a root JC _l J , which can be compEred with the Arabic 
1 
word meaning to announce, or utter in a low voice. Others 
wish to derive it from an Accadian root nabu, to call or an-
nounce. W. Gesenius, A. Kuenen and others wish to derive 
the term from the Hebrew y ~], to bubble forth. 2 To this 
uncertain etymology must be added the additional problem of 
whethsr the term in its Hebrew usage is to be taKen in an 
active or in a passive sense. Rowley's conclusion at this 
point is a sound one: "The etymoloc?;ical argument is there-
fore inc~ncLJ.sive, and there can be no certainty as to what 
the primary meaning of the word [1~l]] was." 3 Although 
Semitic philology currently gives us an uncertain answer 
to the original meaning of 7--1 ] we can nevertheless dis-
cover much about its meaning by observing its usage in con-
text. Frequently cited are the passages in Ex. 7:1 and 4: 
15f. in which Moses is told by the Lord the:. t Aaron shall be 
Moses' f--J.J. The function of the pronhet delineated 
here is one of being a spokesman for God, tne inter9reter 
of God's will. 
The question remains whether the proDhets befo~e Elisha 
exercised this spokesmanship for God in a c~ltic context. 
1. KB, Lexicon, II, pp. 588-589; BDB, Lexicon, p. 611. 
2. Rowley, Art.(l945), p. 83, n. J. 
J. Ibid., p. 84. 
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Did the prophet exercise his function asr~JL] always, 
sometimes, or never at the sanctuaries? 
The proximity of the prophets to the sanctuaries can 
be easily established in the text. Many references such as 
I Sam. 10:5; II K 2:3; 4:)8 can be introduced to indicate 
that the prophets were frequently found at such sanctuary 
centers as Raman, Bethel, Jericho and Haggilgal. The 
prophetic movement appears to have been especially active 
in the period of Samuel, and the text indicates a close 
relationship between the prophets and Samuel himself. 
I Sam. 19:20 would certainly create the impression that 
Samuel was himself a leader of the "sons of the prophets" 
1 
at Ramah. A. Johnson concludes that since Samuel had 
charge of sacrifice at the local place, " it is obvious that 
the seer was a cultic specialist closely associated with the 
sanctuary." 2 
The traditions concerning Saul may also be cited as 
strengthening the contention for a relationship between the 
"sons of the prophets" and the sanctuary centers. In I 
Sam. 10 Saul is told that he will meet a group of prophets 
at Gibeah, and the character of Gibeah is made evident by 
the descriptive term used, Gibeah of 'Elohim. 
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I Sam. 10:5 would seem to indicate a relationship between 
1. K-B, Lexicon, p. 629, indicates a meaning of "appointed 
over" for a participial form of J..Y] together with '.Y . 
2. JCPAI, p. 16. 
the prophets and the sanctuaries which was even closer than 
that of geographical proximity. Saul is to meet a band of 
prophets who are returning from the bamah and this return is 
apparently a part of the ritual of the sanctuary. The pro-
phets have a role assigned to them, and they are to be pre-
ceded by a group of musicians playing the harp, tambourine,~ 
flute and lyre. It is said that they shall come·D .... "):.l ) ~ 
which the Revised Standard Version of the Bible translates 
"prophesying." Unfortunately the English translation con-
veys to us little better than the Hebrew original what was 
involved in such "prophesying." 
It is interesting to note in the incident just des-
cribed the citation of the pro~erb, "Is Saul also among the 
prophets?" The use of this proverb would seem to indicate 
that the prophets might be subjected to derision as well as 
being sought after as sources of divine knowledge. As John-
son indicates, certain of the nebiim were objects of con-
tempt for a long time as revealed in such texts as II K 9:11 
1 
and Zech. 13:2-6. 
In another version of Saul's encounter with the prophets 
57 
in I Sam. 19:2Jf. we have the additional information that Saul 
removed his clothes, prophesied before Samuel and lay naked 
for an entire day and night. It is because of such instances 
1. JCPAI, PP• 16-17. 
as this that the manifestations accompanying early prophecy 
1 
have been designated by many scholars as "ecstatic." 
The relation of the prophets and the sanctuaries can 
also be observed in the close relationship between the 
priest End the prophet in ancient Israel insofar as their 
oracles are concerned. Although he still preserves a dis-
tinction between the priestly and prophetic oracle, Bentzen 
acknowledges in his studies of oracle forms the difficulty 
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in distinguishing the two forms. He attributes this difficul-
ty to a possible common origin of both oracles in a cultic 
2 
setting of sanctuary or temple. 
In II K 4:42 we have the tradition of a man from Baal-
shalisha bringing to the prophet "bread of the first fruits" 
together with barley and ec:.rs of grain. The "bread of the 
first fruits" was a part of the sacred offering assigned to 
3 the priest for his own use according to Lev. 2:14 and 23:14. 
We also have in II K 4:23 the tradition preserving for us the 
customary habit of persons seekir.g out a prophet either on 
the Sabbath or on the day of the new moon, days which would 
have cultic significance in the sanctuary. Later pro9hets 
have indicated that these days in their time were observed 
4 
as feast days in the sanctuaries. 
An indication of the close relationship between prophet 
1. JCPAI, p. 19, prefers to call the experiences of these 
prophets "abnormal" rather than "ecstatic." 
2. BIOT, I, pp. 183-198. 
3. MBK, P• 370, would contend, howev·ar, that this was a per-
sonal gift and that the term is not used here in a ritual sense. 
4. See, e.g., Amos 5:21; 8:5; Hos. 2:13; Isa. 1:13. 
and priest may be further noted in the number of instances 
within the Biblical text in which the priest and the prophet 
1 
are linked together. In I Sam. 9:9 we read: "Formerly in 
Israel, when a man went to inquire of God, he said, 'Come, 
let us go to a seer; for he who is now called a prophet was 
formerly called a seer.' • The equation is made in this quo-
tation of an earlier saying between going to a seer and in-
quiring of God, the latter being a phrase which is associated 
with oracles in the sanctuaries. 
It would appear from the text that one sought the nabi' 
2 because of his extraordinary powers. He might be consulted 
at a sanctuary or in certain circumstances elsewhere. The 
statement of the Shunammite woman's husband in II K 4:23 is 
illuminating at this point. When the woman wishes to consult 
Elisha after the death of her son, the husband asks: "Why 
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will you go to him today? It is neither new moon nor sabbath." 
This would seem to indicate that the usual time for consulting 
a prophet was on one of the feast days and that the probable 
place, therefore, would be at a sanctuary. In addition, we 
should also include the traditions of I K 14:lff. and II K J:6ff. 
which show the consultation of a prophet for guidance at his 
own home and the consultation of a prophet for counsel during 
a military campaign. 
1. See, e.g., II K 2):2; Isa. 28:7; Hos. 4:4; Jer. 26:7,11; 
Mic. J:ll; et. al. JCPAI, p. 5lf., would conclude from this 
that not only the early nebiim but also the later prophets 
had a standing in the cultus similar to that of the priests. 
2. See, e.g., I Sam. 28:6,15; I K 14:lff.; II K l:lff. 
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Although I have stressed ti18 close c:~ssociatio::l of prophet 
anQ priest in the period before the eighth century B. c., both 
with regard to the type of oracle a.nd the propinquity of the 
prophet to the sanctuary, we must, however, also take note of 
a difference. It would not be justifiable to claim that a 
pro-phet's cultic status required that he be associated with 
only one sanctuary. It is actually c:, t this point that one 
can distinguish prophet and uriest in ancient Isre,el. Wherea_s 
the priest appears to have been related to one particular 
sanctuary, it would appear to have been possible for the proph-
et or prophets to move about from one sanctuary to another. 
Thus we find Elisha consulted at Mt. Carmel, an early high 
place, as well as at the sanctuary centers e.t Bethal, Jericho 
1 
anci Gilgal. It may well be that the movements of Elijah 
and Elisha as well as the movements of the prouhetic bands 
can be best expl::;_ined on the basis of migration from one sane-
tuary to another. The motivation for migration at a particula.r 
time can only be conjectured as well c_s t:1e factors which die-
tated the choice of a particular sanctuary a.s the destination 
of the migration. Factors such as the associetion of certain 
of the sanctuary centers with especially effica_ciou.s ooser-
vations of certain festivals may have had such en effect. In 
addition, vJ"e shoulo probably include such personal considera-
tions as the uossible unpopularity of a particular prophetic 
1. II Kings 4:25,38; 2:3,5. 
band at one sanctuary dictating the need for a change. While 
the reasons for movement may be uncertain, the text gives 
ample evidence of this peripatetic prophecy. 
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Apparently the priest who had been educated in the ritual 
of one sanctuary could not as easily transfer from sanctuary 
to sanctuary but the nabi' could secure his oracles in a 
variety of ways which were not wholly dependent on the ritual 
of a particular sanctuary. The need for the priest to remain 
at one sanctuary was accentuated when cultic life became more 
intricate, involving the care of the shrines and their equip-
ment. T. Meek concludes that concomitant with this increas-
ing ritualism was the change of the priestly group into a 
"professional and hereditary class."l 
Moreover, the intimate association of early prophecy with 
the sanctuary centers should not prevent our observing that 
there may well have been distinctions even among early 
prophets on the basis of the methods used to secure an oracle. 
In I Chron. 29:29 and II Chron. 9:29 we read of the distinc-
tions among early prophets as evidenced in the differing 
titles describing their function. In the tradition of Chroni-
cles three titles were reserved for prophets: nabi', roeh, 
and hozeh. In I Sam. 9:9 only two titles are preserved: 
roeh and nabi'. While many commentators have thought 
1. MHO, p. 149. 
that we have a gloss in I Sam. 9:9, Jepsen has maintained 
that the verse is part of the text but should actually 
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appear following v. 11, since the purpose of v. 9 is to explain 
1 
roeh found in v. 11. Even if the reading of the Masoretic 
text be taken literally, I sam. 9:9 does not say that the term 
nabi' was unknown before the time of Samuel. The intention 
of v. 9 seems to be that whereas "seer" was the common appel-
lation, it was not necessarily the exclusive one. This can 
be illustrated in the same context, for in I Sam. 9:6,8 
Samuel is called by the term used frequently for Elisha, "man 
of God." 
Many attempts have been made to distinguish these various 
terms for prophets on the basis of function. G. H~lscher 
sought to distinguish the nabi' and the roeh on the basis 
that the latter obtained his oracles by interpreting the 
omens and portents in the tradition of divination while the 
2 
6abi' secured his knowledge through ecstatic visions. A. 
Johnson has rightly criticized this view because it both 
fails to allow the term "vision" to include aspects other 
than visual and because the primary examples of visions 
1. JN, p. 100, n. 1. The Hebrew construction of I Sam. 9:9 
is difficult. IfJG ... ~J; is taken as a construct with tJ 1-11 
we have the translation, "the prophet of today." JPSI, p. 9, 
believes the article here is a relative particle and judges 
the sentence to be a shortened relative sentence with an 
implicit predicate. The LXX here reads: "Formerly the 
people called the prophet seer." tJ...Y i1 was read rather 
than "'0 7 - 11. 
2. HP, pp. 125-126. 
in the Old Testament are all introduced by a form of the 
Hebrew verb 1/ ~I • 
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Nevertheless, the Old Testament contains material describ-
ing several methods used by the prophets to secure oracular 
guidance. In general, the methods were either the use of 
divination or the interpretation of a vision, e.g., Mic. 3:7. 
The divinatory methods involved the casting of a sacred lot 
as in I Sam. 19:13,16, the use of the livers of sacrificial 
victims and the interpretation of dreams. It is quite possible 
that there were within the prophetic groups themselves dis-
tinctions with regard to the particular skills which certain 
prophets had in the securing of oracles through any one or 
2 
more of these means. We can glean information concerning 
the distinctions between types of divination in Num. 12:6ff. 
and I Sam. 28:6,15. In Num. 12 there is a distinction made 
between the means of revelation by dreams and visions to the 
prophet as over against the direct personal revelation to 
Moses. In I Sam. 28 there is the famous account of Saul's 
visit to the medium of Endor in which we learn that Saul has 
consulted dreams, the priestly lot and the prophet before 
approaching the medium. 
I believe that the evidence of the text indicates a 
much closer relation between prophet and priest in ancient 
1. JCPAI, pp. 12-13. 
2. For a general discussion of this problem see GPD. 
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Israel than would have been generally accepted before the 
writings of Sigmund Mowinckel. In this instance, my opinion is 
typical of that held by an increasing number of exegetes. It 
is inevitable that any general change in the pendulum of inter-
pretation will have its extremists. An extreme position with 
regard to the interpretation of the early prophet as a cultic 
1 participant can be seen in the work of Alfred Haldar. Hal-
dar attempted to show from an analogy with the types of priest-
hood in the Mesopotamian area that all the prophets of Israel 
can only be understood as members of the priestly groups. 
With characteristic good judgment H. H. Bowley has maintained 
that Haldar's thesis "goes beyond the evidence and ignores 
the variety of type, function, and relation to the priesthood 
2 
of Israelite prophets. In spite of Bowley's moderating 
statement, the evidence for the view that we have in early 
Israel before the rise of Amos cultic prophets who stand in 
an accepted relation to the priests of the sanctuary is con-
vincing. Moreover, both priest and prophet in early prophecy 
are considered as legitimate means of securing oracular 
guidance through different methods • 
• 
1. HACP. 
2. BUOT, p. 8, quoted in BIOT, I, p. 185. 
B. Scholars who accept the foregoing picture of a nabi' 
before the time of Elisha frequently see in Elijah and 
1 Elisha excellent examples of a typical cultic prophet. 
In the sense that Elijah is already adumbrating prophecy 
as it will be typified in the prophets following Amos, we 
have perhaps our best example of a cultic prophet in Elisha 
himself. It seems that we shall never properly assess the 
nature of Elisha's prophecy if we try to make him conform 
to the mold fitted for an Isaiah, a Jeremiah or an Amos. 
The interpretation of his function as a prophet is much 
more closely linked to the cultic ~abi' than to the canonical 
prophet after tne eighth century B.C. By retrospection 
from the heights of prophecy achieved by some of the major 
canonical prophets, the proDhetic contribution of an 
Elisha seems to be but a bare beginning for prophecy. His 
contribution to prophecy may have been judged to be lower 
than it actually is, however, since we have tended to 
obscure the interpretation of Elisha as a cultic prophet. 
The interpretation of Elisha as a cultic prophet turns 
very much on our assessment of his relation to the "sons of 
the prophets." This involves a consideration of the following 
1. See, e.g., JCPAI, p. 27. 
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passages in the traditions concerning Elisha: II K 2:3,5,7,15; 
4:1,38,42-44; 5:22; 6:1; 9:1. 
The first of these sections in II K 2 deals with Elisha 
and the 11 sons of the prophets" during the period when Elijah 
was translated to heaven in a whirlwind. Here we have a 
picture of Elijah and Elisha traveling together from Gilgal. 
The identification of Gilgal has some importance for estab-
lishing the relation between Elijah, Elisha, and the "sons 
of the prophets." The question is whether this Gilgal is a 
center for cultic prophecy in ancient Israel. The geographi-
cal location of Gilgal is helped by the expression in II K 2 
that 3lijah and Elisha "went down" (using the Hebrew verb 
yrd). However, commentators since Thenius have corrected 
1 
this translation. The translation "went dmm" vms justified 
if this Gilgal was to be identified with the site on the 
Jordan mentioned in Josh. 4: 19ff. As Thenius noted, how-
ever, this identification raises topographical difficulties, 
and Thenius chose to identify tue site with Jiljina, lying 
between Shiloi1 and Bethel. Since this latter site is at a 
lower elevation than Bethel, Sanda revises II K 2, following 
the Septuagint, to read 11 they came to Bethel." Ludwie; 
Koehler writes that while the primary meaning of yrd is to 
1. See TBK, pp. 265-266. 
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go down, it may also mean to go up and down, as in the case 
of a person journeying through mountainous areas, and he cites 
as examples of such usage the Gilgal-Bethel account under 
1 
consideration here as well as Judg. 1:9. Koehler feels 
that the identification of this particular site in II K 2 is 
2 
uncertain. He lists four usages of Gilgal. The first is 
to be identified as being near Shechem, as, for example, in 
Deut. 11:30; Hos. 4:15 and Amos 4:4. Secondly there is a 
group of references which point to a site east of Jericho, 
e.g., Josh. 4:19f.; Judg. 3:19; and II Sam. 19:16. His next 
identification is with the uncertain site in Josh. 12:23 
which he equates with "Gilgulieh." The fourth classification 
for Gilgal usages is the repository for all uncertain iden-
tifications, and here Koehler places the term as used in 
3 II K 2:1 and 4:38. 
Although the exact geographical identification of Gil-
gal is thus uncertain, we have a clue to its character in II K 
4:38. If, as seems quite possible, an identification can be made 
1. K-B, Lexicon, p. 401. 
2. Ibid., pp. 181-182. 
). Koehler would consider the geographical identification 
of the following references to Gilgal as uncertain also: Judg. 
2:1; I Sam. 7:16; 10:8; 11:14f.; 13:4,7f., 12, 15; 15:12, 21, 
33. Cf. the views of W. Rudolph, Art. (1952), p. 209. 
between the Gilgal of 2:1 and that of 4:.:-38, then it seems 
quite certain that the preservers of this tradition wanted us 
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to see Gilgal as a cultic center. Moreover, they wanted us to 
associate Elijah and Elisha with the "sons of the prophets." 
In II K 4:38-41 we have a clear picture of Elisha at a Gilgal 
which is definitely pictured as a center for the activity of 
the "sons of the prophets." In the mere usage of the term 
"Gilgal" in 2:1, therefore, I believe we can detect overtones 
of the association of Elijah and Elisha with cultic activity. 
The shift from Gilgal to Bethel is only a shift in location 
for activities which take their coloring and meaning from 
whatever the "sons of the prophets" did in their various 
centers. 
In II K 2 we have no question that Bethel is a center 
for the "sons of the prophets" as indicated in v. 3. The 
legend here preserves for us an indication of the type of 
activity associated with the "sons of the prophets." Their 
greeting to Elisha in v. 3 conveys that they have foreknowledge 
of what is to happen to Elijah. They question Elisha to deter-
mine whether he too knows this and receive from him an af-
f1rmat1ve answer. Benzinger notes that while the "sons 
of the prophets" play an important role in the Elisha stories, 
" ••• in der Eliageschichte 1st von ihnen [ sons of the prophets] 
1 gar keine Rede. 11 
1. BBK, p. 130. 
Benzinger does, however, modify his contention about the 
"sons of the prophets" in the Elisha stories: "Was an dieser 
Schilderung des Prophetenlebens historisch richtig 1st und 
fftr welche Zeit es zutrifft, lAsst sich schwer sagen; ver-
dAchtig ist, dass nur die junge Elisageschichte davon berich-
tet. rr 1 
If, as Montgomery believes, it was in the "schools" 
of the "sons of the prouhets" that the political history of 
northern Israel was compiled, it should not be surprising to 
discover references to the "sons of ti:1e prophets" in such 
2 
narratives as the one under discussion in II K 2. The real 
question, however, is whether we can discover that there is 
an artificial interweaving of references to the "sons of the 
prophets" with whatever may be the main topics of discussion. 
In II K 2 the "sons of the prophets" have a definite role to 
play with relation to Elijah and Elisha, and it does not ap-
pear to be contrived for literary purposes only. If we are 
correct in believing both Elijah and Elisha to have their 
natural setting in the life of the local sanctuary as lead-
ers of the "sons of the prophets," it should not be sur-
prising to discover them corning out to meet Elijah and Elisha 
as they do in II K 2. 
1. BBK, p. 131. 
2. MBK, p. 39. 
Moreover, the account in II K 2 associates Elijah 
and Elisha with a trip from Gilgal to Bethel to Jericho 
(II K 2:5), indicating that Jericho was also a center for 
the "sons of the prophets." The trip from Jericho to Jor-
dan in II K 2:6 may be a reflection of the legend at work 
which associates Elijah with Moses., 
The most suggestive indication of Elisha's actual 
relation to the "sons of the prophets" in II K 2 is in 
vv. 15-18. Here we find a recognition of the passing of 
leadership from Elijah to Elisha, and the acceptance of this 
new leadership by the "sons of the prophets" in that par-
1 ticular locality. The passing of the mantle from Elijah to 
Elisha and Elisha's ability to part the water as Elijah had 
done were confirming signs to the "sons of the prophets" that 
Elisha's leadership was real. The search by the fifty men for 
Elijah is actually only another authentication used by the 
compilers of this tradition to re-enforce the position of 
Elisha as the leader of the "sons of t!1e prophets." The 
transfer of authority with relation to the "sons of the pro-
phets" from Elijah to Elisha is interesting in the light of 
the previously mentioned statement of Benzinger concerning 
2 
Elijah and the "s::ms of the prophets." The assumption in 
1. The Masoretic text would seem to' indicate th2t the group 
of prophets were in Jericho but could see the events by 'the 
Jordan. This is a physical impossibility and has been ex-
plained by many commentators, e.g., BNBK, p. 266, who think 
that the reference to Jericho was wrongly introduced into the 
text at this point because of earlier references in vv. 3-5. 
Accepting this we can place the prophets at the Jordan. 
2. Supra, p. 68. 
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II K 2 would be not only that Elisha became a leader of the 
"sons of the prophets," but that Elijah had previously been 
such a leader. Gressmann says of this, "Im Gegensatz zu den 
bisherigen Sagen wird Elia hier nicht als einsamer Held vor-
l gestellt, sondern als das Haupt einer Prophetenzunst." Be-
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cause he does not accept a real relationship between Elijah 
and the "sons of the prophets," Gressmann explains this diffi-
culty by assuming that the traditions of association were 
"ursprtlnglich" related to Elisha and have been erroneously 
connected here with Elijah. Although I believe such a con-
clusion to be unnecessary, it is nevertheless true that a 
study of II K 2 should re-enforce the contention that one 
purpose of the compiler of the Elisha cycle is to connect 
Elisha with the "sons of the prophets" in the relation of 
leader and disciples. 
The second passage in the Elisha cycle dealing with the 
relation of Elisha to the "sons of the prophets" is II K 4: 
1-38, 42-44. In these verses we have two different settings 
in which Elisha is mentioned in connection with the "sons of 
the prophets." 
In the first of these settings (4:1 being the specific 
verse within the segment 4:1-7) we have the account of the 
appeal of a widow to Elisha. Her late husband is described 
1. GAG, p. 284. 
as a member of the prophetic guilds. She is in debt and, 
since she is unable to satisfy her creditor, he has threat-
ened to settle his claim by taking her sons and selling them 
as slaves. The tale proceeds from this setting to provide a 
wonder stony in which Elisha saves the widow by a display of 
extraordinary power. The widow is instructed to borrow all 
the oil vessels she can find and fill them with the supply 
of oil she has on hand. Miraculously the oil continues to 
pour until all the borrowed vessels are full. Without ques-
tion the intent of this tale is to magnify the stature of 
Elisha the wonder-worker, but the setting is the point at 
which we may begin our investigation. 
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The stature of Elisha as a wonder-worker might have been 
sufficient to attract this woman to Elisha. The intention of 
the tale to enhance his reputation as a man of extraordinary 
abilities required nothing more. If she had come to him be-
cause of his repute in this area the conclusion of the tale 
would confirm and strengthen that which was already said con-
cerning him. But the text provides an additional motivation 
for the woman's turning to Elisha. She does so because her 
husband was one of the "sons of the prophets," and thus she 
turns to the logical person to help her, a leader of the 
"sons of the prophets." In des-cribing the relationship be-
tween Elisha and her dead husband, moreover, the widow re-
fers to her husband as the "servant"of Elisha. This word 
for servant, -r~~~ is used more than 780 times in the Old 
1 Testament and has many shades of meaning. It would be defin-
ing the connotations too narrowly to conclude from the usage 
here that the employment of the term "servant" involves a 
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necessarily formal relationship of master and disciple. The 
usage may be nothing more than a formula of polite humiliation 
or the recognition pf a superior status for Elisha. On the 
other hand, the term "servant" may conceivably connote an 
earlier status of formal relationship between the dead husband 
and Elisha. Certainly it can be said that the language here 
does not modify a view of a close relation between Elisha and 
the "sons of the prophets." If anything, the use of the term 
lr~)V only strengthens the contention that Elisha and the 
"sons of the prophets" were closely connected. To the widow 
above all , Elisha would carry an obligation to act on her be-
half because of the previous relation to her husband. 
The second instance in II K 4 of association between 
Elisha and the "sons of the prophets" occurs in 4:38. This 
verse is the first in a short episode involving Elisha's 
power to save the "sons of the prophets" from food poisoning. 
In preparing the common meal one of the "sons of the prophets" 
had unknowingly included some wild gourds which were poisonous. 
1. MBK, p. 370, notes that the Old Greek and the Syro-Hexapla 
texts read "a servant" in II K 4:1 while the Lucianic Greek 
reads "a servant of the Lord." 
The discovery of the poisonous character afforded Elisha the 
opportunity to purify the prepared dish with some "meal." 
It is once again the setting which is important for our con-
sideration. This wonder tale concerning Elisha takes place, 
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without doubt, amidst a gathering of the "sons of the prophets." 
Irrespective of the problems of antecedents caused by 
the phrase "the famine being in the land," v. J8 gives a 
clear picture of a meeting of the "sons of the prophets." 
Elisha, moreover, is clearly denoted as the leader of this 
group at Gilgal. We must note that this is described as 
being a repeated visit to Gilgal. Montgomery believes that 
the picture of the prophets sitting before Elisha is intended 
to convey an impression of a school. He adds: "These scenes 
1 introduce us to an ancient 'vita communis et contemplativa'." 
Benzinger writes of the same scene: "Um den Meister versam-
meln sich die Schdler."2 Elisha acts as teacher and host, 
instructing a prophet whom the text describes as "his ser-
vant" in the preparation of a meal. 
In II K 4:42-44 we have an additional wonder story 
concerning Elisha. In this instance the story centers around 
his ability to feed one hundred men on a first-fruits offer-
ing of twenty loaves of barley and some fresh ears of grain. 
1. MBK, P• )69. 
2. BBK, p. 1)7. 
The hundred men among whom the food is distributed are not 
designe.ted in the text as "sons of the prophets" but the 
context of the sto~y makes it quite evident thet these are 
1 intended. If, as seems possible, this took place at a 
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shrine, the designation of the hundred men might be intended 
to include priests as well as prophets. The exact number 
of one hundred, however, weighs more heevily in fe.vor of 
the assw;nption that the reference is to the 11 sons of the 
pro-ohets~" We are reminded of the earlier numbering of the 
prophet guild in fifties in II K 2:7,16,17. Once again 
we have an instance in which Elisha is pictured as having 
a responsibility and a relationship to a groun of men who 
are best understood as a prophetic guild attached for the 
moment to a local shrine. 
The hext passage which throws light upon Elisha's 
relation to the 11 sons of the prophets 11 is II K 5:22. This 
refer::mce occurs within the tradition concerning the cure 
of Naaman and in particular the section 5:20-27 dealing with 
the greed of Gehazi. The pursuit of the questi0n we are 
raising is only a minor note in the main interest of the 
narrative. It is nevertheless interesting to note that the 
reason for Gehazi's request of Naaman is a fictitious visit 
of two young men from the "sons of the pro<-:·hets. 11 Although 
1. So TBK, P• 285; MBK, p. 370; BBK, p. 1)8. 
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the preserver of this tradition makes it quite clear that 
this is only an invention of Gehazi's greed, we may ob-
serve that Gehazi thinks that a visit of the "sons of the 
prophets" to Elisha will be an acceptable reason for his 
request to Naaman. The narrative, moreover, does not in-
dicate any questioning of these details by Naaman. It is 
assumed by both Gehazi and Naaman that such a visit is 
perfectly natural. If Elisha was so closely associated in the 
popular mind with the "sons of the prophets" then Gehazi's 
fiction becomes credible, but if no such association were 
present, it is probabl$ that some other pretext would have 
been given. 
II K 6:1 is quite conclusive concerning the relationship 
between Elisha and the "sons. of the prophets." This verse 
is the beginning of another miracle tale involving a float-
ing axehead. The local prophetic guild has outgrown its 
present shelter and needs to cut trees to provide timber 
for further buildings. It is particularly in II K 6:1 
that Elisha's relationship is indicated. The decisive 
phrase is the following: "the place where we dwell under 
your charge." Actually the text indicates the same type 
of relation between master and disciples as in II K 4:)8-41 
where the prophets "sit" before the teacher. The same 
Hebrew verb is utilized in both instances. More literally 
the text in II K 6:1 refers to "the place where we sit before you." 
Quite clearly the reference is to a school of instruction 
with Elisha as master and the "sons of the prophets 11 as 
his disciples. 
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The last of these references is in II K 9:1, the initial 
verse in the tradition of the anointing of Jehu. To ac-
complish this anointing Elisha selects one of the ••sons of 
the prophets" and directs the prophet in the way in which he 
is to perform the mission. No question is raised in the text 
concerning the relation of the prophetic guild to Elisha in 
this account. He is quite clearly the leader with the 
power to command and to expect obedience. Who would be 
a more natural emissary for Elisha's mission than one from 
those who accept his leadership and seek instruction from 
him1 The traditions of Elisha have prepared the reader to 
expect no one else to act on Elisha's behalf except another 
prophet from within the band of the "sons of the prophets." 
What conclusions can be drawn from the various passages 
considered in the preceding pages? The texts seem overwhelm-
ingly to favor the conclusion that Elisha is best under• 
stood as a leader of a prophetic guild. His relationship 
to the ••sons of the prophets" forms the setting for almost 
every one of the incidents examined. If one contends that 
these traditions stemmed from the school of the 11 sons of the 
prophets 11 then one must see in these traditions a willingness 
and a desire to be so associated with Elisha in a master-
disciple relation. In none of the Elisha tradi ticms is 
there any evident effort to dissociate Elisha from the 
"sons of the prophets" either by way of placing him in op-
position to them or by way of attempting to distinguish 
his prophetic activity from that con..l'lected with the "sons 
of the prophets." 
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It does not appear from the text, moreover, that the 
association of Elisha and the "sons of the prophets" is 
artificially contrived or that it is a mere literary device. 
The relation of Elisha and the prophetic guilds is a natural 
setting for these incidents and does not crec._te the feeling 
of intrusion into the text with regard to either element, 
Elisha or the prophetic guilds. 
The conclusion which should be drawn is that although 
the tradition wishes the reader to associate Elisha with the 
prophetic guilds of the 11 sons of the pro-.)hets," the belief 
that he was so associated is not out of harmony with the 
total uicture of Elisha's prophetic activity. The origin 
of many of these accounts may well have em~Jhaslzed hec:;vily 
the relation of Elisha to the "sons of the prophets, 11 but 
this relationship seems both permissible and acceptable. 
c. The study of Hebrew prophecy in this century has been 
frequently characterized by the attempt to judge whether that 
prophecy was or was not •ecstatic.• Since G. Helscher's 
classic study Die Propheten the interpretation of Hebrew 
1 
prophecy as ecstatic has been emphasized by many. As might 
be expected, the trends of interpretation have tended to 
run to extremes, either denying any element of ecstasy in 
Hebrew prophecy or assuming that every prophetic oracle had 
2 its origin in "ecstatic" prophecy. 
An acceptance of the ancient Near Eastern context of 
the Old Testament, however, forces the recognition of groups 
and individuals outside Israel whose function and character 
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were similar to the early prophets of Israel. The behavior of 
these individuals and groups must also be considered more 
than ordinary. This other than ordinary behavior is assumed, 
moreover, to be the concomitant of a revelation of knowledge 
not otherwise known to men. The best two examples of such 
J parallels are the Egyptian story of Wen Amon and a tablet 
from Mari which has been translated and interpreted by A. 
4 
Lods. Although one must beware of "patternism• in explaining 
the character of Israelite prophecy, this type of evidence 
1. The most influential studies with this emphasis would include 
the following: RPPI; LLQ; KHPC. 
2. The view of w. Jacobi may be taken as typical of these. In 
JEAP, p. 4, he writes: "Ecstasy is of the essence of prophecy." 
J. The story has been translated in PANET, pp. 25ff. 
4. Lods, Art.(l950), pp. lOJ-110. 
serves to strengthen the relationship between Hebrew pro-
phecy and the extra-Biblical Near Eastern background. 
The meaning of the term "ecstatic" is not precise in 
definition even if its application is limited to the pro-
phets before Amos. The term is la~gely a psychological one 
and although there may be sufficient evidence to study a 
Jeremiah psychologically on the basis of his "confessions," 
there are only tantalizing bits of evidence for a psycho-
logical analysis of any individual prophet before Amos. 
As the term is generally used it seems to connote the be-
havior of the prophet during the giving of an oracle, as-
suming this behavior to be abnormal if not frenzied. This 
behavior is thought of as being uncontrolled since the pro-
phet is possessed by the •word" for the moment. At times 
the term nabi' has been defined as meaning an "ecstatic." 
This definition results from the fact that the associated 
verbal root does indicate uncontrolled behavior and is used 
to describe Saul when he throws a javelin at David. 
Whether ecstatic prophecy is considered necessary 
for classical Hebrew prophecy or not, such abnormal be-
havior does seem prevalent in earlier Hebrew prophecy. 
This behavior seems to characterize the activities of the 
various prophetic guilds in Israel and our discussion of the 
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tradition of Elisha can be il1uminate6~ by examining the 
evidence of such "ecstatic" prophetic behavior in the Elisha 
cycle. If the cultic prophet authenticated or evidenced his 
pro~>hecy by abnormal behavior, and Elisha is to be partially 
understood in the role of a cultic prophet, the tradition of 
Elisha should bear witness to such behavior in connection 
with this prophet~ 
The relationship between music and ecstatic behavior has 
often been noted and in two accounts in the period before 
Amos we are reminded of the relation between music and pro-
phecy. The first of these ( I Sam. 10:5) is not in the 
Elisha trE-_ditions but o.escribes a band of prophets which 
Saul meets when they are coming down from the sanctuary. 
The prophesying of this band of prophets is apparently 
stimulated and accompanied by various musical instruments. 
The other instance is in the Elisha cycle (II K 3:15) 
and indicates the use of music to induce a prophetic mood. 
The text clee.rly shows this when it says: "Elisha said, 
•••• 'Now bring me a minstrel.' And when the minstrel played, 
the power of the Lord came upon him." What is translated in 
the Revised standard Version as the 11 power of the Lord" is 
literally the "hand of the Lord" and this expression is a 
common one in the prophetic traditions to describe the compulsion 
1 
to prophesy. T. J. Meek believes that the use of music 
is only a sign of a growing professionalism am:)ng the pro-
phets and that this was accompanied by the incree"sing use 
of 11 mechanical means like music, dancing, shouting, and in-
2 
toxicating drinks." The use of alcoholic beverages to in-
duce an "ecstatic" state may be possibly perceived in I11c. 
2:11 and Isa. 28:7. The important thing for our consid-
eration is the fact that music was accepted in the Elisha 
cycle as means of inducing prophecy, even though this 
type of prelude to prophecy is de-emphasized in classical 
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pro~hecy after Amos. The various contemporary Dervish orders 
illustrate that the effects of music on behavior should not 
be underestimated. Harold Knight summarizes the relationship 
of music and ecstasy in this way: 
By the use of means such as music, dancing, narcotics, 
etc., the practitioner of ecstasy aims at producing 
an enlargement of his being which will enable him to 
transcend the barriers of his private self and to be-
come lo~t in the realms of the supra-personal and the 
divine.~ 
H.H.Rowley quite rightly argues that although there 
are undoubted instances of ecstatic pro9hets, it is perhaps 
too much to assume that "the prophet was essentially and al-
ways ecstatic, and that his message carne to him invariably in 
1. See I K 18:46; Isa. 8:11; Jer. 15:17; Ezek. 3:14,22. Cf. 
Haeussermann, Art.{l932), pp. 22ff. 
2. NHO, P• 
J. KHPC, P• 27. 
1 
the ecstatic state." He concedes, however, that the term 
"nabi'" for prophet would n~t have meant "to act like one 
beside himself" as well as "to behave like a prophet" if 
prophets had not frequently exhibited abnormal behavior. 
And it is precisely this element of prophecy which can be 
perceived in the Elisha cycle. In II K 9:11 we find the 
story of the prophet sent by Eliaha to anoint Jehu. The 
other officers associated with Jehu refer to this prophet 
as a "madman." Abnormal behavior for the prophet ws.s the 
8.3 
means by which the nower of the Lord was indicated by action 
rather than by words. Whereas the use of mechanical means 
like music to induce prophecy does not continue into clas-
sical prophecy, we do see examples of abnormal behavior by 
prophets which is usually denoted as "prophetic symbolism" 
in secondary studies of prophecy. Examples of this can be 
seen in Jeremiah who comes into the Temple wearing a wooden 
2 yoke, and Isaiah walking in the streets of Jerusalem bare-
.3 foot and naked. It is true that ! .l T as used in prophecy 
may refer both to 11 word 11 and "deed," and acted prouhecy was 
assumed to be as capable of conveying the word of the Lord 
as a spoken oracle. 
Although the word 11 ecstasy 11 when applied to the whole 
1. Rowley, Art.(l945), p. 6. 
2. Jer. 27:1-11. 
J. Isa. 20:1-6. 
gamut of the prophets of Israel requires the drawing of fine 
distinctions, it is not as difficult to define if we confine 
our attention to the Elisha traditions. Knight goes so far 
as to designate Elisha as a 11 Shamanistic wonder-wc:>rker" and 
1 
says that "he seems to be an ecstatic by temperament. 11 
An im9ortant aspect of ecstasy in prophecy is its ap-
parent piercing of the barrier between the seen and the un-
seen, so that the ecstatic prophet has the ability to per-
ceive beyond the ordinary meaning of men's experiences. 
This may result, moreover, in the ability to predict the 
future course of events since space and time can be swept 
aside by the prophet able to see the divine intention. This 
aspect of prophetic ecstasy is quite apparent in the ~lisha 
traditions. Elisha is portrayed as an ecstatic seer who can 
predict the future outcome of the present situation. This 
capacity is illustrated in the Elisha traditions in the 
2 
story of Elisha's m~eting with Hazael. Hazael comes with 
the question from Benhadad concerning the possibility of 
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Benhadad's recovery from sickness. Elisha's answer inaicates 
that the Lord has revealed to him that Benhadad will die and 
Hazael will become king. Elisha also predicts a future for 
the people of Israel under Hazael in which the Israelite 
1. KHPC, p. 47. 
2. II K 8:7-15. 
fortresses will be burned and the Israelite warriors killed 
along with the children and pregnant women. Twice within 
this narrative the phrase is used, "The Lord has shown me," 
indicating that the preservation of these traditions of 
Elisha was premised on the assumption that Elisha possessed 
such second sight. 
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There are other instances of this type of prophecy in the 
Elisha traditions. In II K 6:8-23 we have an instance in which 
Elisha's second sight is credited as the means _of revealing 
Aramean military movements. When the Syrian king inquires 
how the Israelites know his military secrets the servants 
of the king answer: "Elisha, the prophet who is in Israel, 
tells the king of Israel the words you speak in your bed-
chamber." 
Moreover, this psychic power of Elisha makes him able 
1 
to perceive what is taking place at a distance. The king of' 
Israel hears the harrowing story of what has taken place 
during the siege of Samaria, in which mothers have eaten 
their children by mutual agreement, and vows to take revenge 
upon Elisha. Elisha, however, who is sitting with the elders 
of the community, announces, before the arrival of anyone, that 
a messenger is coming to cut off his head. This news to the 
elders accurately described the content of the curse pronounced 
1. II K 6:24-33. 
by the king and his intention to carry out the curse. 
In II K 7 we have an account which preserves Elisha's 
use of cledonomancy. Elisha quiets the fears of the Israel-
ite king by telling him a story that on the next day " a 
measure of fine meal shall be sold for a shekel, and two 
1 
measures of barley for a shekel, at the gate of Samaria." 
An incredulous captain questions that this could happen. 
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An account follows in which four lepers go into the camp of 
the Syrian army only to discover that the Syrians have fled. 
They return to the king of Israel with the news and the result 
is that the Israelites raid the camp and relief comes for the 
starving citizens of Samaria. The unbelieving captain had 
been informed by Elisha that this would happen but that the 
captain would not eat the grain. Popular regard for the power 
of the prophet to foresee the future is strengthened not only 
when the food is made available to the Israelites but also by 
the death of the captain under the feet of the people in the 
gate of the city. 
To use the word "ecstatic" in connection with the prophecy 
of Elisha means that the abnormal behavior in this instance 
is largely connected with psychic phenomena. We have noted 
the one instance in the Elisha traditions in which music is 
used to induce prophecy, although the behavior of the prophet 
1. II K 7:1. 
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during the giving of the oracle is not described. The as-
sumption of the preservers of the Elisha tradition, however, 
is that prophecy here includes the possibility of clairvoyance 
and the prediction of future events by cledonomancy. This 
ability, if real, is not usual in human experience nor is 
it prevalent in the description of the classical prophets 
after Amos. 
The study of prophecy in recent years has tended to 
change the concept of a prophet from "foreteller" to "forth-
teller." This shift in interpretation has been so pronounced 
that Rowley feels the necessity of insisting that there are 
occasional instances in Israelite prophecy of prediction, as 
in the case of Jeremiah's prediction of seventy years of 
Babylonian servitude. 1 The real distinction to be made is 
between the prediction of future events far removed from 
the time of the prophet and the prediction of future events 
in the immediate future growing out of the present conditions. 
The real distinction here is basic to an understanding of 
Hebrew prophecy since the latter type permeates Hebrew pro-
phecy while for the former type there are but few examples. 
In the case of Elisha the emphasis is on a revealed knowledge 
of circumstances both in the present and in the immediate future 
which the normal man could not predict. "Ecstatic" as 
1. Rowley, Art.(l945), pp. J5-J8• 
applied to Elisha is far better understood as implying the 
ability to receive knowledge from the Lord which goes beyond 
the barriers of space and time, rather than in any great 
emphasis upon the abnormal behavior which may have charac-
terized the actual giving of such knowledge through oracles. 
Elisha emerges from this aspect of our study as a per-
son of psychic ability who is always associated with the 
•sons of the prophets," usually in a master-disciple re-
lationship, and whose geographical orientation includes a 
great many sites which were used as sanctuary centers in 
ancient Israel. I believe, therefore, that in this light 
he may be viewed as a cultic prophet of the type found in 
Israel before Amos although this does not exhaust the 
meaning of his prophetic role. Unless, however, such a 
setting be granted him, it becomes difficult to assess 
the way in which his oracles would have been given or to 
know the authenticating signs for which his listeners 
would have been looking. 
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IV. Elisha: Wonder Worker 
The study of Biblical miracles has been made extremely 
difficult in modern times because of the negative connotations at-
tached to the word "miracle." Moreover, it is exceedingly dif-
ficult to find any common agreement on a proper definition of 
miracle. In Webster's Unabridged Dictionary the specific defi-
nition given is as follows: 
an event or effect in the physical world beyond or out of 
the ordinary course of things, deviating from the known 
laws of nature, or transcending our knowledge of these 
laws; an event which cannot be accounted for as pro-
duced by any of the known forces of nature and which is 
therefore attributed to a supernatura~ force •••• l 
Augustine refused to believe that a miracle was contrary to nature, 
2 but believed it to be "contrary to what is known of nature." 
3 Actually, as J. Pritchard has pointed out, it is exactly the 
belief in the laws of nature of causation which makes the miracle 
that much more effective. As he says, "The very fact that the 
story of the floating iron was told to honor the prophet makes 
it clear that the average Israelite knew that iron was heavier--
always heavier--than water." A. Richardson believes that the 
credibility of the Old Testament miracle depends upon two factors: 
1) the fact of sufficient evidence; 2) the congruent character of 
4 
the miracle with the total Biblical concept of the action of God. 
On the whole, one does not think of the Old T~stament as a 
prolific source of miracle stories and this belief is justified 
by an examination of the Biblical text. Three figures stand out 
l. WUD, p. 1378. 
2. ACG, Bk. XXI, ch. 8. 
). Pritchard, Art.(l950), p. 97. 
4. RTWB, p. 152. 
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as the central figures in miracle traditions: Moses, Elijah 
and Elisha. It is interesting to speculate on the reasons which 
make these three men attract such tales in their traditions when 
other equally or more famous figures in Jewish tradition emerge 
in the faith without such tales. One can point to the importance 
of Moses and Elijah in the rabbinic traditions and the way in 
which these two men eclipse other great figures of the·Jewish 
faith in the Talmudic collections. Nevertheless, the miracle 
traditions concerning Moses and Elijah were already fixed in the 
biblical text before the additional wonder narratives of the 
rabbinic trE.di tions had been collected. Moreover, why should 
these three men attract wonder stories in the biblical text it-
self when the classical prophets, the patriarchs, kings great 
and less great, as well as sages emerge with so few attached 
legends which may be labelled miraculous? And even when the 
relative importance of Moses and Elijah be granted, it is dif-
ficult to place Elisha in the same grouping from tme criterion 
of their importance for the faith. If one uses the criterion of 
their stature in the development of the Israelite faith as a 
guide, one almost immediately discovers the criterion to be un-
acceptable. If this criterion be the norm of judgment, then 
other giants of the faith should be greater magnets for miracle 
legends than either Elijah or Elisha. It may well be as Pricchard 
says, that 11 the miracle story is a mirror in which is reflected the 
1 
life of those who tell or hear it." 
1. Pritchard, Art.(l950), pl 109. 
A. In spite of the problem of justifying their presence in 
the traditions, the miraculous accounts are there and a study 
of the Elisha wonder stories may enable us to understand the 
reasons for their presence. 
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All of the wonder stories of Elisha are Prophetentat rather 
than Prophetenwort traditions. The efficacy of the prophetic 
power and the authenticity of this power are manifested in 
"mighty deeds" which proclaim in visible terms the reality of 
the prophet's role. The miracle stories in the Elisha cycle 
can be subdivided and classified according to types. One may 
speculate whether these types were characteristic types of the 
sort which a wonder worker should perform, or whether there 
never was a catalogue of miracle types in this historical 
period. If an acceptable canon of miracles existed, one may 
question further whether the proportion of miracles within the 
miracle types of the Elisha cycle conforms to the popular un-
derstanding of which miracle types were more acceptable. Be-
cause of the relative absence of miracle stories surrounding 
any other Old Testament figures except Moses and Elijah, any 
answers to the above questions can only be tentative in spite 
of the importance of the questions. 
Perhaps the miracle type which has the most examples in 
the Elisha cycle is that dealing with healing and resuscitation. 
This type of miracle is primarily connected with miracles di-
rected towards humans but may also include those directed 
toward inanimate objects. 
The first of these wonders in the Elisha cycle concerns 
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the revival of the Shunammite widow's son in II K 4:8-37. 
As Widengren writes: "On his [the prophetic leader's] command 
death is meted out, but he has also the power to raise the 
dead." 1 This story concerns itself with an affluent woman from 
Shunem who has built a small room for Elisha's convenience as 
he goes about his prophetic activity which, according to the 
text, brings him frequently into this area. During a sojourn 
in her home, Elisha, wishing to repay the woman for her kind-
ness, discovers that the woman is childless but would like to 
have a son. In accordance with the tradition of the "sons of 
the prophets" which sees the prophetic leader as a master of 
life as well as death, Elisha vouchsafes to the woman that she 
will bear a son. Although she does not believe the prophet's 
statement, the woman does nevertheless conceive and bears a 
son during the spring following the prophet's prediction. 
There is no attempt to bypass the normal period of human ges-
tation, but the story is told in such a manner as to indicate 
that without the prophetic word there was little hope that a 
son might be born. The occasion for the resuscitation miracle 
comes after this son of the Shunammite woman has grown into 
young manhood. The boy goes out into the fields with his father 
and is suddenly stricken with what is usually diagnosed as sun-
stroke because of the boy's cry preserved in II K 4:19, "My 
head, my head ! 11 The boy is taken home to his mother and dies 
at noon. The woman immediately sets out to find Elisha,who is 
1. WLPA, p. 97. 
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at Mt. Carmel, approximately twenty-five miles away. Following 
her arrival Elisha commands Gehazi to go immediately to the 
dead boy and lay Elisha's staff upon his face while Elisha and 
the boy's mother follow. Gehazi does as instructed and returns 
to meet Elisha and the mother on their way to Shunem. Gehazi 
reports to Elisha that there has been no sound or sign of life. 
'J:'his report of Gehazi only adds an additional witness to the real 
death of the boy and helps to heighten the eventual effect of 
the resuscitation miracle. 
The actual account of the resuscitation is given in II K 4: 
J2-J7. The assumption of this resuscitation is that only per-
sonal contact with Elisha will bring the boy to life again. 
This assumption is made clear in the inability of the staff 
to effect a recovery. Benzinger explains this in the follow-
ing manner: 
Eine Abwehr der Vorstellung von solcher magischen Kraft 
des Stockes kann der Erzlhler nicht beabsichtigen, da 
er Elisa offenbar selbst daran glauben lAsst und die 
Elisageschichten sich gerade dadurch auszeichnen, dass 
in ihnen das Wunder ins Magische verzerrt ist.l 
A regular ritual of resuscitation is preserved in the 
text of Kings. Elisha enters the deathroom alone and shuts the 
door. The relation of his ability to perform this wonder to 
the power he receives from God is indicated by the initial step 
of prayer. The next step in the process is indicated in II K 4:)4 
and the ambiguity of this verse has caused translators and in-
terpreters much difficulty. According to the Revised standard 
Version of the Bible, Elisha "went up and lay upon the child, 
1. BBK, p. 1)7. 
putting his mouth upon his mouth, his eyes upon his eyes, 
and his hands upon his 
verb l\11.. indicates 
1 
"stretched upon him." 
hands •••• " Burney believes that the 
"crouching upon him, 11 rather than 
Montgomery believes that Elisha "bowed," 2 
with which Koehler-Baumgartner agree, citing as a synonymous 
J 
usage I K 18:42 describing Elijah's ritual prostration. The 
verb used seems definitely to indicate bodily contact, and the 
result of the contact is that the flesh of the boy begins to 
grow warm. Apparently this act is considered by the preservers 
of the tradition to be physically tiring and Elisha goes back 
and walks up and down in the house. Elisha returns and estab-
lishes bodily contact with the boy for a second time. Following 
this the boy sneezes seven times and opens his eyes. A com-
parison with the Septuagint reveals that the boy's sneezing 
is not recorded in this Greek version although the Septuagint 
records a different tradition that the prophet stretched him-
self over the boy seven times. Complete elucidation of this 
resuscitation miracle requires a comparison with the similar 
account of Elijah's act in I K 17 and this will be dealt with 
in the next chapter. 
Elisha's power to resuscitate the dead extends even to 
his bones following his own death. This power is indicated in the 
last miracle of the Elisha cycle preserved in II K 1):20-21. 
The story centers in the burial of another Israelite. A 
description is given of a burial party preparing to bury the 
1. BNBK, p. 276. 
2. MBK, p. )69. 
J. K-B, Lexicon, p. 173. 
Israelite when they are interrupted by an approaching Moabite 
raiding party. The burial party hastily removes the stone 
covering the entrance of a nearby tomb which happens to be 
Elisha's and places the body inside. When the corpse comes 
into contact with Elisha's bones the man is miraculously re-
stored to life. Montgomery assumes that this story is an at-
tempt to give Elisha's dead body miraculous power paralleling 
1 
the miraculous ascent of EliJah into heaven. However, the 
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belief in the supernatural power of the bones of a dead man who 
had manifested supernatural power in life is a common motif in 
folk literature and survives, as Snaith indicates, in the ven-
2 
eration paid to the bones of holy men and saints in many religions. 
The healing of Naaman in II K 5 should be grouped with the 
resuscitation and healing miracles directed toward humans. Al-
though Naaman is a Syrian commander of great renown he is still 
afflicted with leprosy. The connection of this disease with 
miraculous cures is well-attested. One example of a miraculous 
cure of leprosy in Christian records is that attested of Jesus 
in Mk. 1:40-45. The disease was visibly perceptive and its 
cure could easily be authenticated by observable change in the 
body of the cured leper. 
An Israelite girl who has been taken prisoner by the Syrians 
becomes a servant to Naaman's wife. The girl tells the woman 
of Elisha's power. This report is given to the king of Syria 
1. MBK, p. 436. 
2. Buttrick (ed.), IB, III, p. 258. 
who orders the king of Israel to heal the great commander 
Naaman. At first the Israelite king is perturbed until he 
remembers Elisha. The meeting is arranged and Elisha's 
directions to Naaman are that he bathe seven times in the 
Jordan which Naaman refuses to do until persuaded by his fol-
lowers. The result is Naaman's cure. Naaman attempts to give 
gifts to Elisha in payment for the cure but these are refused. 
The entire cure is supposed to be a manifestation to all that, 
as stated in II K 5:8, "there is a prophet in Israel." Ben-
zinger is surely right in concluding that "in majorem gloriam 
Elisas sind diese Geschichten erzAhlt, die Wunder sind Zeichen 
1 
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seiner Macht und Wftrde. 11 Although this story is a combination 
of several motifs in the Elisha cycle, it clearly serves the 
purpose of demonstrating Elisha's ability to cure the sick as 
dramatically as II K 4 indicated his yet greater power to resus-
citate the dead. 
These three tales of healing or resuscitation all involve 
Elisha with men, but within the category of such healing wonders 
should be included those which relate Elisha's ability to ef-
feet healing wonders in nature. The first of these is contained 
in II K 2: 19-22 and illustrates the power of Elisha to cleanse 
a spring at Jericho. Montgomery considers this spring to be 
2 
an 11 abortion producing spring." This exegesis is concurred in 
3 by other commentators who have assumed that 11 the land11 in 
v.l9 must refer to the inhabitants of the land and therefore 
imply miscarriages by humans and perhaps animals. Although the 
1. BBK, p. 
2. MBK, p. 355. J. e.g.,TBK, p. 271, BBK, P• 132, et al. 
exact nature of the type of malady caused by the spring may 
cause difficulty for exegetes of the text, the nature of 
the cure is quite evident. Elisha asks for a new bowl and 
places salt in it. The salt is thrown into the spring and 
Elisha declares in v. 21: " •••• henceforth neither death 
nor miscarriage shall come from it." 
The second such wonder tale in the Elisha cycle is 
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found in II K 4:38-41 and concerns itself with Elisha's ability 
to render a poisoned food harmless. Having returned to Gil-
gal during a famine Elisha orders his servant to prepare a 
meal for the "sons of the prophets." Among the foods gather-
ed for cooking is a poisonous gourd which is placed in the 
pot. The exact nature of this poisonous gourd has caused 
commentators some difficulty. The Vulgate assumes the 
plant to be the colocynth which grows in the Jordan valley 
and which has small leaves and melon-shaped yellow fruit. 
The identification of the gourd as a vine depends on the 
trailing tendrils of the colocynth. As the group begins 
to eat, one member cries out to the prophet that there 
is death in the pot. Elisha performs the healing wonder by 
calling for meal which is thrown into the pot. The effect 
is to counteract the poison present, and after the eating 
has been resumed, it is pointedly indicated in the text that 
the food in the pot is now harmless. 
Another type of miracle story in the Elisha cycle centers 
around food and particularly the ability of the prophet to increase 
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the present supply. Two such stories appear in the Elisha cycle. 
the first of these is to be found in II K 4:1-6 and is striking-
1 
ly similar to the tale concerning Elijah in I K 17:8ff. The 
Elisha story concerns a widow of one of the "sons of the pro-
phets" who is in debt and the sale of her two sons as chattels 
for debt has been threatened. The widow turns to Elisha who 
directs her, to borrow all the pots she can and fill them with 
the oil she presently has. The miracle occurs when the oil 
she has continues to flow until all the borrowed pots are 
filled. The oil is sold and the creditor paid. 
The second such tale of food increase is contained in II K 
4:42-44 and concerns a miraculous feeding of the prophetic band. 
A man from Baal-shalishah brings a gift to Elisha consisting of 
twenty barley loaves and some fresh ears of grain. When Elisha 
orders ~he food to be given to the band of prophets his ser-
vant protests that it is insufficient. Elisha assures him there 
will be enough to eat and even food left over. As Elisha in-
dicates, all this happens "according to the word of the Lord." 
A Christian cannot read this account without comparing it to 
the story told of Jesus and the miraculous feeding with the 
loaves and fishes in Mk. 6:33-44 and 8:1-9. 
A third type of miracle story in the Elisha cycle is mani-
fested in those stories in which the miracle has little posi-
tive effect on anyone or anything but is obviously only intended 
to increase the belief in the prophet's powers. Two such stories 
1. A comparison of these two narratives will be made inch. V. 
can be found in the Elisha cycle. The first ~f these occurs 
in II K 2:14. Here we have a case of pure magic performed 
by Elisha in imitation of Elijah as the tradition presently 
reads. In II K 2:8 Elijah had taken his hairy mantle, struck 
the waters of the Jordan and divided the waters so that Eli-
jah and Elisha could walk across on dry land. In II K 2:14 
Elisha having received the mantle from Elijah performs the 
same action to discover whether the power connected with the 
mantle is his to command. He takes the mantle and strikes 
the Jordan, asking at the same time where the Lord is who is 
the God of Elijah. The water parts, Elisha crosses and his 
inheritance of El~jah's mantle and the power residing in the 
prophetic office is demonstrated. 
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The second of these miracles which do little except demon-
strate the power of the prophet is the curious tale contained 
in II K 6:1-7. Here in a feat of imitative magic Elisha re-
covers a borrowed axehead which had been dropyed into the water 
by one of the 11 sons of the prophets" during a building program 
conducted by the prophetic band. The loser of the axehead 
is doubly distressed since the axe had been borrowed. Elisha 
tosses a stick into the water which brings the axehead to the 
surface. Other than to enhance the wonder-working ability of 
Elisha the story appears to serve little purpose. 
A fourth type of miracle story in the Elisha tradition in-
cludes those wonders which are performed by the prophet in order 
to exercise a necessary punishment. There are three such stories 
in the Elisha cycle. The first of these is in II K 2:23-25. 
The story concerns a group of small boys who taunted the 
prophet in a fashion which has not changed through the cen-
turies. According to the tradition the prophet cursed the 
boys in Yahweh's name and forty-two of the boys were sud-
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denly attacked by two bears who came out of the woods. The 
moral level of the prophet as well as the view of the Lord 
included here do little justice to either and Snaith may be 
quite right when he states that the story is "merely an 
example of premoral exhortation to respect the prophets as 
qoly men of God. 111 In much the same vein Montgomery describes 
the story as a BubenmArchen which is intended to "frighten the 
2 young into respect for their reverend elders." 
The second of these wonder tales of punishment is that 
story in II K 5:19b-27. The story centers around Gehaz1's 
greed aft~r Elisha has refused gifts from Naaman following 
the Syrian commander's cure. Gehazi follows Naaman and false-
ly asserts that Elisha will now receive his gifts. Naaman 
gladly lavishes gifts on Gehazi intending them for Elisha. 
When Gehazi returns to Elisha, however, he discovers that 
Elisha through clairvoyance already knows what has happened. 
As punishment Elisha afflicts Gehazi with leprosy, demon-
strating that he can both cause and cure disease. 
The third of these miracle tales involving punishment is 
in II K 6:8-23. In this instance the miracle becomes the means 
1. Buttrick {ed.), IB, III, p. 197. 
2. MBK, p. 355. 
of bringing a temporary halt to warfare between Israel and 
Syria. The setting involves a suspicion by the Syrian king 
that the continuing escape of the Israelite king from Syrian 
ambushes can only be explained by the presence of a spy in 
the Syrian forces. The advisers of the Syrian king inform 
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him that this is not so but that the situation results from 
Elisha's ability to divine the intentions of the Syrian king. 
The king dispatches an army to capture the prophet, but Elisha 
prays to the Lord to blind the Syrians and the miracle takes 
place. Telling them that they have neither the right man nor 
the right city, Elisha leads the blinded men to Samaria where 
they are taken captive. Rather than kill the captives as the 
king of Israel desires, Elisha orders that they be fed and 
sent home. 
There is a fifth type of wonder tale in the Elisha cycle 
which has as its most central feature a predictive saying 
of Elisha which is never completely understood by the hearer 
but which contains the advance information of what is to hap-
pen. The first of these is in II K 6:24-7:20. This story 
concerns the siege of Samaria by the Syrians and the famine 
which follows. The saying which predicts the miracle is in 
II K 7:2 when Elisha says in the name of the Lord: "Tomorrow 
about this time a measure of fine meal shall be sold for a 
shekel and two measures of barley for a shekel at the gate of 
Samaria." Added to this is the saying against the incredulous 
captain:"You shall see it with your Qwn eyes, but you shall 
not eat of it." In II K 7:)-20 the miracle described in the 
saying of Elisha and its appendix concerning the captain 
takes place in exactly the manner predicted. 
A second instance of such a wonder tale is that in II K 
8:7-15. The context for this saying is a visit by Hazael to 
Elisha to inquire on behalf of Ben-hadad, king of Syria, 
whether the king will recover from his illness. The Elisha 
saying is in II K 8:10. Elisha tells Hazael to inform Ben-
hadad that the king will recover, but he goes on to say to 
Hazael that the king will certainly die. When Hazael re-
turns to Ben-hadad he gives him Elisha's message that the 
king will recover. The next morning, however, Hazael suf-
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focates the king and thus fulfills the second prediction which 
had been given to him alone. Montgomery asks: "Was he [Elisha], 
if not the instigator, at least the suggester of Hazael's 
foul act? 01 
The third of the miracle tales involving a saying of 
the prophet is in II K 1):14-19 when Elisha is on his death 
bed. In this case two sayings together with a magical act 
are involved. The king of Israel visits Elisha and is in-
structed to open the window and shoot an arrow towards the 
east, symbolizing Israelite deliverance from the Syrians. 
Then Elisha instructs the king to strike the ground with the 
1. MBK, P• )92. 
arrows. The king does so three times and this turns out to 
be a clue to the number of Israelite victories over the 
Syrians. Elisha becomes angry with the king because he 
only struck the ground three times. 
A survey of the miracle tales in the Elisha cycle 
reveals that there is a pattern of types to which these 
stories conform. All the miracle stories discussed seem 
to fit into five categories: 1) miracles involving re-
suscitation and healing whether directed toward men or 
nature; 2) miracles resulting in an increase of food or 
supplies; 3) miracles which only serve to show the power 
of the prophet; 4) miracles which are performed as pun-
ishments; 5) miracles resulting from predictions contained 
in sayings of the prophet. It may be objected that the 
third type is really not a separate type at all since 
all of the wonder tales serve to enhance the power of the 
prophet. The division is justified, however, in the sense 
that while the other types may enhance the power of the 
prophet they also include a positive action resulting 
in beneficial or harmful effects to other individuals or 
groups. In the two miracles which have been included under 
the third type (II K 2:14; 6:1-7) no effect is produced 
following the miracle which specifically affects others. 
The main and almost exclusive impact of these two tales is 
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on the status of the prophet as a wonder worker. Among the 
types delineated the most popular in the tradition of Elisha is 
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the healing or resuscitation wonder. 
Prof. Snaith is correct in his judgment that "there is 
nothing to be gained by trying to explain away the miraculous 
1 
element in these stories." Yet one wonders whether Snaith has 
penetrated far enough when he discusses these tales as the 
kind of story which collects around an "unusual personage." 
In what way was Elisha so different from other prophets or 
other heroes of the Israelite faith that he should attract 
these tales while others avoided them? Perhaps this question 
is best deferred until a comparison can be made between the 
Elisha miracles and other Biblical and extra-Biblical miracles. 
B. Prof. Pritchard has attempted to classify the miracle 
types of the Old Testament. Among the miracle types he lists 
the following: 2 1) miracles centering in the supplying of 
I . J ) food and or drink for the faithful; 2 miracles involving 
4 the punishment of evildoers; J) miracles involving God's 
ability to provide children to aging or barren women; 5 
4) miracle stories centering in a contest between two rivals 
6 
which is decided by a miraculous intervention; 5) miracles 
which are signs to indicate to the observer that God is 
7 present within a person or cultic object. Within these major 
1. Buttrick (ed.), IB, III, p. 20). 
2. Pritchard, Art. (1950), pp. 104-109. 
). E.g., Ex. 15:22-26; 17:1-7; Num. 20:1-1); I K 17:2-7; II K 2: 
19-22; 4:1-7. 
4. E.g., Ex. 7:14-15; 7:26-8:11; II K 5:20-27; 1:1-12; 2:2)-24. 
5. E.g., Gen. 25:21; I Sam. 1:19-20; Judg. 1):2-J; II K 4:8-17. 
6. E.g., Ex. 7:11,12; I K 18:20-40. 
7. E.g., Ex. ):2-5; II K 20:8-11; Josh. 10:12-14; Judg. 6:)6-40. 
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types can be found most of the miracle stories of the Old 
Testament although individual modifications must be made for 
particular stories. 
The types of Elisha miracles as previously discussed in-
dicate that the Elisha tales are not different in nature from 
those which can be found elsewhere in the Old Testament. It 
is the quantity rather than any peculiar quality of the Elisha 
wonder tales which calls for explanation. All of the Elisha 
miracle stories can be subsumed under one or another of Prit-
chard's types although my own categories are slightly different. 
In Pritchard's opinion "it is of significance that no less than 
fifteen stories deal with a miraculous provision for food and 
1 drink." This motif seems to be the most common among the 
Old Testament miracle stories and is also present in the 
Elisha traditions. However, a comparison of miracle types 
in the Elisha stories would reveal that the most popular 
motif there is that dealing with healing and resuscitation. 
Of the fifteen miracle stories included in our study of Elisha, 
only two deal with the miraculous supply of food and drink. 
The problem is not a matter of simple arithmetic, however, 
since each story should be examined in the light of possible 
motivations which led the preservers and the compilers to 
include it in the final edition of Kings. 
One factor which is of great importance in determining 
the acceptability of these stories by tradition seems to lie 
1. Pritchard, Art. (1950}, P• 105. 
in their political overtones. Montgomery states: "For the 
North the political history was embalmed in lengthy nar-
ratives proceeding from the schools of the Sons of the Pro-
1 phets." Insofar as this statement is true, it inevitably 
means that the political history of northern Israel in this 
period will be largely colored by prophetic activity, es-
pecially that of Elijah and Elisha. It may mean that the im-
portance of a prophet in a particular story with political 
significance has been magnified out of proportion to reality. 
It may even mean that a particular piece of political history 
which originally did not contain prophetic activity has sur-
vived only because some aspect of prophetic life has been 
added. Moreover, it is possible that some political tra-
ditions of northern Israel were lost because it was not 
feasible to include a prophetic motif within the preserved 
tradition. When one looks at only the miracle accounts of 
Elisha it becomes increasingly apparent how many are cen-
tered in events of political significance or have aspects of 
political history attached. At least six of the miracle ac-
counts in the Elisha cycle are clearly centered in political 
2 
settings. 
Insofar as Montgomery's statement concerning the preser-
vation of northern Israelite history is true, it also means 
that one may expect a strong influence of the "sons of the 
prophets in these traditions. When one looks at the Elisha 
1. MBK, P• 39. 
2. II K 5:1-19a; 6:8-23; 6:24-7:20; 8:7-15; 13:14-19; 13:20f. 
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miracle stories from this perspective, it is possible to note 
miracle traditions which do little else than amplify our 
knowledge of the life and habits of the 11 sons of the pro-
1 phets. 11 This strengthens the assumption that the compilers of 
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the Kings traditions drew most heavily upon the traQitions of 
the "sons of the prophets" for their knowledge of the political 
history during the time of Elijah and Elisha. If there were 
rival collections of the traditions for the same period it is 
much more difficult to detect their influence than to discern 
the influence of the prophetic bands. 
A comparison of the Elisha miracle types with other Biblical 
miracle types as delineated by Pritchard does not reveal start-
ling differences in the na.ture of the miracles. Some notice 
sho~d be paid to proportionate differences within miracle types 
as indicated above ,e.g.,the greater number of food increase 
wonders in the Bible as a whole than within just the Elisha 
miracle types. Secondly,one should observe in the Elisha 
n:iracles the particular coloring which they have because they are, 
together with the other Elijah and Elisha traditions, the meaus 
of preserving political history in northern Israel. Thirdly, 
one should observe in these miracle tales the particular in-
terest in traditions amplifying our knowledge of the activities 
of the "sons of the prophets." 
There is,however, a difference in miracle types influenced 
apparently by chronological considerations. On the whole, most of 
1. E.g. II K 4:)8-41; 6:1-7; 4:1-6. 
the miracles surrounding Moses, Elijah and Elisha are nature 
miracles. H. Wheeler Robinson describes the character of 
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nature miracles in this way: •Nature and history are simply 
different aspects of the continued activity of God, and mir-
acles are the representative occasions on which that activity 
l 
especially impresses human consciousness." Most of the mir-
acles attached to Elisha deal with his ability to influence 
physical events in persons or in inanimate objects. 
When one proceeds to compare the nature miracles of 
Elisha with miracle tales after his time it becomes apparent 
that Elisha is the end of a tradition rather than the beginning 
of a tradition. Nature miracles are much more evident in the 
miracle tales which chronologically precede Elisha than in 
those which follow him. 
During the age of classical prophecy beginning with Amos 
there is little if any interest in nature miracles if the pre-
served traditions are used as the norm. The best example of 
a nature miracle in the period of the "writing prophets" is 
the one recorded in Isa. 38:7-8. This tale is paralleled in 
II K 20:8,11 and the miraculous aspect is made even more evi-
dent in the Kings account. Hezekiah has prayed to the Lord 
for deliverance from the decree of death. Isaiah is instructed 
to tell Hezekiah Yahweh's answer. In telling Hezekiah Isaiah 
gives him a sign from the Lord. The Lord will make the shadow 
of the setting sun go back ten steps on the "dial of Ahaz.u 
1. Quoted in GMNL, p. 154. 
B. B. Y. Scott assumes that the dial is in reality a set of 
steps for a private stairway built by Ahaz on the west side 
l 
of the temple enclosure. In the Kings tradition the miracu-
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lous aspect is increased when Hezekiah is given the choice of 
having the sun go back or forward for ten steps. 
The only period in post-exilic Judaism which is likely 
to provide many instances of nature miracles is that period 
marked by the increase of apocalyptic writing. However, even 
here it is true, as Grant notes, that the miracles described 
are more likely to be in the past or the future than in the 
2 present. We do find in Daniel, our best example of Old Testa-
ment apocalyptic, several miracle stories which are primarily 
nature miracles. In Dan. 3 we find the miraculous tale of the 
three young men who are thrown into the "fiery furnace" and 
who emerge unscathed in any respect. In Dan. 5 we have the 
famous tale of the writing on the wall by human fingers other-
wise unattached. In Dan. 6 can be found the famous account of 
Dan~el who emerges unharmed after a night in the den of lions. 
The general tone of apocalyptic, however, is to project the 
coming of great miracles into the age to come and cite the 
miracle stories of antiquity as evidence of what God can do. 
Antiquity in this sense seems to end with Elisha. When Ben 
Sirach wishes to demonstrate the power of God he does so by 
citing the miracles of the past, dwelling particularly on 
those associated with Moses, Joshua, Elijah and Elisha. 3 
1. Buttrick (ed.), IB, V, pp. 373-374. 
2. GMNL, p. 163. 
3. Cf. Ecclus. 46-48. 
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In the New Testament one again encounters miracle tra-
ditions associated with Jesus. However, there seems to be 
little attempt to preserve mere Schauwundern. As has been 
frequently noted, the miracles of the New Testament are never 
mere "wonders"; they are always "wondeps and signs" or "acts of 
1 
power." The New Testament has preserved a tradition of Jesus 
rejecting the temptation to work miracles in order to dazzle 
2 people or to seduce them into believing in him. Of the ap-
proximately thirty-seven miracle tales preserved in the gosp.els, 
a division into types can be made which would reveal the fol-
lowing categories: 1) exorcisms; 2) healings; J) resuscitations; 
4) nature wonders. 3 Only five of these miracle stories can be 
4 
clearly identified as nature miracles. Healing and resuscitation 
wonders predominate in the gospel traditions as they do in the 
Elisha cycle. In the entire Biblical tradition following Elisha, 
the miracle traditions in the gospels seem closest in charac-
ter to the Elisha miracle stories. The major difference would 
seem to lie in the heightened effect of wonder which permeates 
the Elisha tales, in contrast with the gospels which use the 
miracles as a means of pointing beyond themselves to God. 
E. Edelstein, writing on Asclepius, makes the following 
statement: 
The problem of miracles, as they were understood in antiquity 
has never been studied in detail. Most books dealing with 
1. E.g., RMG, ch. I. 
2. See Mt. 4:5-7; Lk. 4:9-12. 
). So DFTG, ch. I. 
4. Jn. 2:1, Mt. 15:)2 and Mk. 8:1; Mt. 8:2), Mk. 4:)5 and Lk.8:22; 
Mt. 14:25; Mk. 6:48 and Jn. 6:19; Mt. 14:1), Mk. 6:)0, Lk. 9:10 
and Jn. 6:1. 
the questions involved are satisfied with stating that 
the ancients believed in miracles and t~at ancient and 
modern concepts differ in this respect. 
These sentiments certainly account for much of the interpre-
2 tation of the Elisha miracles. If Moses, Elijah, Elisha 
and Jesus are the main centers of miracle tales in the Bib-
lical traditions, Elisha has received the least sympathetic 
treatment of the four. Moses as the founder of the Israelite 
tradition and the source of law and prophecy has been able 
to survive the tales of wonder included in his tradition. 
Elijah has received more favorable treatment because of his 
greater importance in the rabbinic traditions, especially 
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those relating to~essianic prophecy. Jesus as the central 
figure of the Christian tradition has had his place in the 
history of Christianity strengthened by the miracle tales 
included in the accounts of his ministry. In the study of 
Elisha in modern times the presence of the miracle tales has 
hindered interpreters in finding any positive •irtues in him. 
Elisha has been discounted too quickly because of these miracle 
traditions, Moreover, whereas Elisha's importance is great for 
the period of his life, he does not loom large in the rabbinic 
traditions nor is he of great interest to the early Christians. 
The result is that commentators on Elisha are prone to dis-
miss these Elisha miracle· tales as wholly imaginary or as 
indicative of the ultimate lack of importance of Elisha himself. 
1. Quoted in .GMNL, p. J. 
2. E.g., the opinion of Prof. Snaith in Buttrick (ed.), IB,III, 
p. 203 comparing the Elisha tales to The Little Flowers of st. 
Francis. ----
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Little attempt has been made to discuss these miracle 
traditions of Elisha in the light of the roles assigned to 
Elisha by the preservers of the prophetic traditions of nor-
thern Israel. From the frequency and the variety of types 
involved in the Elisha miracle narratives it is quite evident 
that the preservers of his traditions wished the hearer and/or 
reader to see Elisha as a wonder worker. The question must be 
asked of those responsible for the Elisha traditions: Why is 
this role assigned to Elisha? 
The most probable answer seems to be found in the concept 
of a leader of the "sons of the prophets." In Widengren's 
opinion, the leader of the prophetic guilds " is the oldest ex-
tant model of the charismatic leader and thaumaturgist, being 
l 
at the same time the proclaimer of Yahweh's will." Such a 
leader, according to Widengren, was believed to possess "para-
2 
psychic faculties" which enabled him to perform certain acts. 
Most of these acts when recorded in the traditions would be 
classified by the modern interpreter as miracle stories. On 
this basis it is certainly true that during the short period 
in Israel's history when one reads very much of prophetic 
bands, the figure most closely associated with their activities 
is Elisha. Elijah has certain traditions connecting him 
with the prophetic bands and we should expect to find 
miracle tales in the traditions which have been preserved con-
l. WLPA, P• 97. 
2. Ibid., p. 98, lists the following acts: visions and auditions, 
far-seeing, rain-making, production of food, neutralizing of 
poison, action from a distance, healing of sickness, causing 
sickness, raising the dead, sudden disappearing, etc. 
·- ..... .::::......._, 
----
1 
cerning him. However, Elijah's relationship to the "sons 
of the prophets" is never as clearly delineated as that 
·of Elisha. The result, therefore, should be a greater num-
ber of miracle tales attached to Elisha than Elijah and such 
is the case. 
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Moreover, the decline of prophetic bands and leaders with 
"psychic powers" should lead to a decrease in miracle tales 
when the role of prophecy is differently conceived. With the 
rise of classical prophecy beginning with Amos and the sub-
sequent decline of group prophecy this is exactly what hap-
pened, as has been shown in our preceding study of miracles 
and miracle types following Elisha. The frequency and variety 
of miracles decreases radically between Elisha and the begin-
ning of Jesus' ministry. 
An alternative explanation for the presence of the Elisha 
miracle tales is to assume that they were artificially added 
to the tradition either through the desire to enhance or to 
hurt the reputation of Elisha. If the desire had been to en-
hance his reputation and the means used was the accretion of 
miracle tales, one would expect to find such accretions in 
all the prophetic traditions. However, it is possible that if 
miracle tales had passed out of vogue and were no longer con-
sidered true signs of prophecy, the addition of such narratives 
to the Elisha history would not have enhanced Elisha's stature. ·:rhe 
assumption of artificially added miracle narratives whether for 
1. Such miracle tales are found in I K 17:1-7, 8-16, 17-24; II 
X 2:1-18. 
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the intended good or ill of Elisha is a much more contrived 
explanation than the first alternative considered. Moreover, 
this second alternative takes one beyond any historical evi-
dence into the realm of investigating motivations, which is 
indeed a treacherous area for the historian. 
The most natural explanation of the quantity and quality 
of Elisha miracle tales lies in the premises of the preservers. 
It seems probable both that these traditions have been preserved 
by the "sons of the prophets" and that the conception of a 
prophetic leader by such a prophetic band would involve the 
assumption that he could perform the type of activity which 
we now label as miraculous. The quantity of such tales sur-
rounding Elisha would only serve to indicate that this pro-
phet is indeed close to the life of the prophetic bands. 
Such an understanding seems best fitted to explain the in-
dubitable role which Elisha carries in Kings as a popular 
wonder worker. 
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V. Elisha and Elijah in the traditions of the Books of Kings 
The relationship between Elijah and Elisha in the traditions 
of the Books of Kings has been frequently surveyed on ~ priori 
assumptions of the greater stature of Elijah. Moreover, the 
comparisons of the two men have been frequently made and judg-
ments rendered on the basis of the quality of the traditions 
preserved about them. The argument frequently appears to say 
that if the author of the Elijah traditions is superior in lit-
erary skill to the author of the Elisha traditions, Elijah must 
likewise be superior to Elisha. A typical expression of those 
commentators stressing the greater stature of Elijah is that 
of B. H. Pfeiffer: 
•••• the Elisha narratives fail to attain the literary bril-
liance, dramatic power, and sense of reality which charac-
terize the stories of Elijah (despite the supernatural 
events). The Elisha cycle is an artifical literary product, 
not an echo of the overwhelming impression made upon p~p­
ular imagination by a titanic personality like Elijah. 
The similarities in many of the traditions recorded of 
each prophet complicate only further a proper assessment of 
the relationships between these two prophets. Since Elisha 
follows Elijah in chronological succession the materials are 
frequently trea.ted in such a manner as to suggest that the 
commentator assumes the Elisha traditions are always imitations 
of the Elijah traditions. 
1. PlOT, p. 407. 
It is my intent in this chapter to lay aside all as-
sumptions of an inferior Elisha tradition and to examine the 
relation of the two prophets at those points where the tra-
ditions have made comparisons inevitable. 
A. In I K 19 and II K 2 we have the two traditions which 
provide the setting for Elisha's succession of Elijah and 
116 
the transfer of the prophetic power which accompanies the 
change. It is important to observe the literary form in which 
these two traditions have been preserved, since this may reveal 
as much about the premises and possible prejudices of the 
preservers of the tradition as it does about Elijah and Elisha. 
The story of the anointing of Elisha by Elijah occurs in 
I K 19, although there is no proper anointing ceremony involving 
the use of oil. The account in I K 19:19-21 deals more properly 
with the call of Elisha. In I K 19:15-18 Elijah receives a 
commission from God to anoint Hazael, Jehu and Elisha. In the 
light of the preserved traditions, however, Elijah never had 
any contact with Hazael or Jehu. In II K 9:36f. Jehu quotes 
the words of Elijah and these words are supposedly a reflection 
of Elijah's statement in I K 21:2Jf. Actually Jehu's quotation 
. 1 
is not an accurate one. There is a tradition of contact between 
Elisha and Hazael although it does not involve anointing. The 
various anointings referred to in I K 19:15-18 are carried out 
2 in only one instance, that of Jehu, but even here it is carried 
1. I K 21:23f. would appear to be a late addition to I K 21. 
2. See II K 9:lff. 
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out neither by Elijah nor Elisha but by one of the "sons of 
the prophets." Because of the incongruity between the Elijah 
commission to anoint and the preserved history of each of the 
individuals named, it is easy to understand why Montgomery 
states: "This sequel [I K 19:15-18] remains a standing puzzle."1 
The solution of the difficulty has usually followed one of 
two paths. The first is to explain Elijah's commission as a 
transfer from Elisha stories to Elijah. This is an attractive 
solution since, as Montgomery says: "In Jewish tradition Elijah 
2 is the one perfect man to whom forsooth all credit is given." 
However, even this solution presents difficulties since Elisha 
did not anoint Hazael in the traditional sense of the word 
"anoint," although he may well have planted the seed in Hazael's 
mind which led to the murder of Benhadad and the subsequent 
accession to the throne by Hazael. The connection becomes closer 
in the case of Jehu since in this instance the command to 
anoint Jehu does come from Elisha, even if it is not administered 
personally by Elisha. It is equally difficult to account for 
the anointing of Elisha by Elijah which is actually commanded 
in I K 19:15-18. Both in I K 19:19-21 and in II K 2:1-18 we 
have a clear picture of the process by which Elisha became a 
prophet in the succession of Elijah, but nothing referring to 
an anointing. The Old Testament as a whole has little to say 
1. MBK, p. )14. 
2. Ibid., P• 315. 
1 
about the anointing of prophets. 
The other solution frequently offered for the problem of 
I K 19: 15-18 assumes that there is a lacuna between v. 18 
2 
and v. 19. The assumption here is that in the original form 
of the story Elijah must have carried out the anointing of 
Hazael and Jehu followed by the calling of Elisha in I K 19: 
19-21. This type of reconstruction assumes that we have rem-
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nants of two stories which have been combined in their present 
form. I K 17:1-19:18 is the first of these stories and the end 
of the story is missing •. II K 8: 7-15 represents the second 
story and from this tradition the beginning is missing. In 
spite of the impressive list of scholars who have accepted this 
literary construction of the problems arising from I K 19: 15-18, 
the position taken by D.B.Napier seems to carry more weight 
in the light of the evidence. Napier concludes that "v.l9 is 
the original continuation of v.l8 and the alleged stories of 
Elijah's anointing of Hazael and Jehu never existed.") Since, 
as I intend to show, the preservers of the traditions of Elijah 
and Elisha tend to transfer elements of Elisha tradition to 
Elijah more frequently than the reverse, such a solution as 
Napier's is valuable. This solution does not force one to assume 
a lacuna in the text and it accepts the present state of the 
traditions which associate Elisha, not Elijah, with Hazael and Jehu. 
1. Cf. !sa. 61:1 and Ps. 105:15. As Snaith indicates in Buttrick, 
ed., IB, III, p. 164, only kings were anointed before the Exile 
and only high priests afterwards. 
2. This position is taken by BBK, p. 113; BNK, P• 212; SK, p. 242; 
EEAT, p. 328f.; PIOT, p. 405. 
). NHPE, P• 91. 
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Accepting the premise that I K 19:19 is a direct con-
tinuation of I K 19:18 one comes to the first of the two stories 
describing the situation in which Elisha succeeds Elijah. 
There is some geographical confusion here since Elijah has 
been commanded to go to Damascus by the desert and yet, if 
Elisha is plowing at home in Abel-meholah, he is presumably 
in the midQle JorQan valley. This confusion only lends support 
to the position taken above that the commissions which would 
take Elijah to Damascus represent transfers from Elisha 
traditions. Elijah finds Elisha plowing and throws his mantle. 
on him. In discussing the mantle which becomes central in the 
second story of prophetic succession in II K 2: lJ-14, Snaith 
writes: 
The modern point of view would lead us to sup~)ose that 
any transference of power by this means was symbolic, 
but the story-tellers of the time probably accepted 
the necessity of some object by me~s of which the 
special power could be transferred. 
The mantle referred to here,n IT~, is the same term used in 
connection with a state robe in Jonah (3:6), although according 
to II K 1:8 this mantle was made of hair. 
Elisha runs after Elijah with the plea that he would like to 
kiss his parents. The reply of Elijah is enigmatic 
;r? ~J.l-\v__y-il~ ~:;J l~u-i T.?. 
A common interpretation of this statement is that Elijah allows 
Elisha to return to his parents adding that he would not interfere 
1. Buttrick (ed.), IB, III, p. 165. 
1 
with this type of parental affection. However, Montgomery 
suggests that the statement is an 11 expression of mystery, 
2 
exposition of which is reserved for the future. 11 Elisha 
goes back, sacrifices the o~en and a sacrificial meal takes 
3 place with the people of the area participating. Following 
, 
the meal Elisha follows Elijah and ministers (~IW) to him. 
The second story in which Elijah and Elisha are brought 
together for the transfer of prophetic status is in II K 2: 
It is immediately important to determine whether this 
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tradition is a part of the Elijah or the Elisha cycle. Most 
scholars in writing of II K 2:1-18 assume that the tradition is 
4 
part of the Elisha cycle. Montgomery, however, believes II K 
5 6 
2 to be a part of the Elijah cycle, as does Burney. Burney 
suggests that I K 17-19; II K 2: 1-18 and II K 4:1-37 may all 
be the work of one author. Burney's argument for including 
II K 2:1-18 in the Elijah cycle is based on a series of literary 
coincidences between the three sections he believes are the 
result of one author. This literary relationship is strongly 
7 doubted by Napier for the following reasons: 1) the change in 
geographical locus from Jezreel to Gilgal, Bethel and Jericho 
and 2) the change from Elijah's individual prophetic mission to 
companionship with Elisha and the adulation of the "sons of the 
prophets." Neither of these reasons seems sufficiently strong 
I. So SK, p. 242; Snaith in Buttrick (ed.), IB, III, p. 165; BNK,p. 
232. 
2. MBK, p. 316. 
3. Cf. I Sam. 6:14; II Sam. 24:22ff. 
4. E.g. SK, p. 277; EEAT, pp. 331-332; PIOT, P• 407. 
5. MBK, P• 4o. 
6. BNK, p. 214. 
7. NHPE, p. 143. 
121 
to prove Napier's contention and fails to explain away the 
literary parallels noted by Burney. It must be admitted that 
II K 2:1-18 is different in its understanding of Elijah from 
the materials in II K 17-19, but for good reason. In II K 2 
Elijah is forced to share the spotlight of tradition with his 
successor Elisha and the narrative expresses as much interest 
in Elisha's receipt of the prophetic power as it does in the 
strange legend of Elijah's ascent. 
The form of the story itself in II K 2 is different from 
many of the earlier Elijah stories. Gunkel believes that we 
1 
are dealing here with legend rather than history. The assumption 
that this is legend is based on certain repeated characteristics 
of the section. One of these characteristics is the repeated 
request of Elijah to Elisha that Elisha leave him because no 
man should be a witness to such a great miracle. Another 
indication is the instruction given to the ''sons of the 
prophets" at Jericho and Bethel {II K 2:3,5) that they remain 
silent concerning Elijah's departure. 
Napier believes that the chief point of the story in 
II K 2 is not only to indicate Elisha's relation to Elijah as 
his "follower, companion and choice for his successor" but 
more important that Elisha should receive a double portion of 
Elijah's spirit. 2 The meaning of the double portion in this 
1. GEJB, p. )1. For Gunkel's distinctions between legend and 
history, see GLG, pp. J-12. 
2. NHPE, p. 144. 
Elijah-Elisha story has been difficult for Biblical exegetes 
to conclude. Normally the double portion is the share for 
the heir or the first-born and is so described in Deut. 21:17. 
The Deuteronomic phraseology is taken over in this Kings 
tradition and is applied to the inheritance of the spirit 
of Elijah. It should not be assumed that the verse literally 
1 
means that Elisha will be twice as great a prophet as Elijah. 
For Elisha to inherit a double portion of Elijah's spirit 
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would mean that Elisha was recognized as the true heir of the 
prophet and it would confirm Elisha as the inheritor of Elijah's 
prophetic status. It might also mean that Elisha would become 
head of the prophetic guilds. Actually it is not at all clear 
that Elijah ever served as head of a prophetic band and the 
individuality of the prophetic ministry of Elijah would argue 
against this association. Elijah's power as a prophet had 
undoubtedly been recognized, however, and if Elisha possessed 
this power he would more readily be accepted as master of the 
prophetic bands. 
Elijah answers Elisha that the fulfillment of his request 
is contingent upon Elisha's observing Elijah's translation. 
Elisha does witness this and we thus have a favorable pre-
diction that Elisha will actually inherit the "double portion" 
of Elijah's spirit. 
As Elisha witnesses the translation of Elijah he cries out: 
1. Cf. Ecclus. 48:12,13. 
1 
"My father, my father, Israel's chariotry and horses." 
The impression given is one of great mourning which would 
be particularly strange if the assumption of later tradition 
was that Elisha would be twice as great a prophet as Elijah. 
Benzinger indicates that the phrase used here is probably 
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a transfer from II K lJ:l4 where Joash uses this same expres-
2 
sion of Elisha. The interpretation of most commentators has 
been that the nation's real strength lay in its prophet and 
not in its horses and chariots. Napier quite rightly indicates 
that such an expression would ill-fit Elijah "with his bitter 
and sometimes tragic loneliness, his active discontent and 
J 
even enmity not only against king but the nation as well.• 
The expression as used more accurately describes Elisha and 
probably only became attached to Elijah by transfer. 
In order to authenticate Elisha as a prophet it is necessary 
that the tradition provide a witness to the real transfer 
of Elijah's spirit. This witness comes in II K 2:14 when 
Elisha takes the mantle of Elijah and, using it, divides the 
Jordan river. This provokes the testimony of the "sons of the 
4 
prophets" who say: "The spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha." 
These are the two accounts in the Kings tradition where 
the relationship of Elijah and Elisha is described in terms of 
1. II K 2:12. 
2. BBK, p. lJl. 
). NHPE, p. 145. 
4. II K 2:15. 
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historical contact between the two prophets. In both instances 
we have seen elements in the tradition which are explained more 
easily as having originally been a part of the Elisha tradition 
and subsequently transferred to Elijah. The commissions of Elijah 
in I K 19: 15-18, especially those referring to Hazael and Jehu, 
are difficult to imagine, although we have good evidence for 
Elisha's relationship with both men. In the context of Elijah's 
ascent into heaven we find Elisha expressing his concern with 
a phrase more understandable when used to describe Elisha and 
we find it so used in II K 13:14. Although neither of these 
elements could be considered as dominant aspects of the Elijah 
tradition, they do represent the tendency to transform the 
Elisha traditions in such a manner as to magnify the Elijah 
traditions. 
In neither of the accounts in I K 19:15-21 and II K 2:1-18 
do we find details connected with Elisha which are most easily 
explained as having been originally attached to Elijah and later 
1 
transferred to Elisha. This observation is particularly in-
teresting in the light of the general consensus of opinion 
that the Elisha traditions are mainly adaptations of Elijah 
traditions. 
Both of these accounts are in complete agreement in sub-
ordinating Elisha to Elijah as disciple to master. The reality 
of Elisha's call and the inheritance of Elijah's spirit by Elisha 
1. A possible exc~ption here is the dividing of the Jordan by 
Elisha, but no attempt is made to conceal the conscious imitation 
of Elijah in order to authenticate the transfer of Elijah's spirit. 
are central motifs for the two stories. Even the miraculous 
ascent of Elijah appears as an interruption in an account 
seeking to emphasize the power which Elisha has as Elijah's 
successor. 
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B. It has been a common opinion among scholars that where 
there are parallels between the Elisha and Elijah traditions, 
the preserver of the Elisha traditions has imitated the Elijah 
traditions. Typical of such opinion is the statement of B. H. 
Pfeiffer: "His [author of Elisha stories] imitation of the 
Elijah stories is obvious, and, like all imitations of a master-
1 piece by a second-rate craftsman, pathetically artificial." 
Since such an opinion is commonplace, it is perhaps im-
portant for our discussion to cite the argument of a scholar 
who believes that the Elijah stories are conscious adaptations 
of original Elisha stories. This is the position taken by G. 
H~lscher who writes: "Was dber ihn [Elijah] erz!hlt wird, 
1st fast durchweg sagenhaft; zu einem guten Tell sind es 
Erz!hlungen, die ursprdnglich an Elisa haften und erst nach-
2 
tr!glich auf ihn 4bertragen sind." H~lscher's arguments for 
this position are based on the omission of Elijah from I K 22, 
the anonymous nature of the oracle against Ahab alluded to in 
II K 9:28, and the single mention of Elijah in II K J:ll after 
the beginning of the Elisha narrative in II K 2. Not all of these 
1. PIOT, p. 407. 
2. HP, p. 177. 
1 
arguments of H~lscher are of equal strength, and the question 
of who imitated whom can best be decided after a study of 
similar elements in the two traditions. 
One of the elements in the Elisha tradition which is as-
sumed to be a projection of the Slijah tradition is Elisha's 
prediction of a seven-year famine in II K 8:1-6. Elisha, 
having foreknowledge th0t a famine is approaching, advises 
the woman from Shunem to migrate temporarily to the land of 
the Philistines. Actually the prediction of the famine be-
comes incidental to a legal problem resulti~g when the woman 
returns at the end of the seven years. She has lost her 
house and property and appeals to the king for their return. 
Gehazi is at court telling of Elisha's miraculous deeds and 
points out the woman as the mother of a boy restored to life 
by Elisha. The king immediately sends a court official with 
the woman to insure that her property is returned. 
In I K 17:1 Elijah makes a sudden appearance, announcing 
to Ahab that "there shall be neither dew nor rain these years, 
except by my [God's] word." As the phrase "these years" in-
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dicates, there is no attempt here to limit chronologically the 
time of the famine and drought. In I K 18:1, however, the word 
of the Lord comes to Elijah in the third year announcing the 
i~T>inent end of the drought. As has been pointed out 
1. The third argument is certainly the weakest of th0se cited. 
by many commentators, we have an independent witness to 
the famine in the time of Ahab on the basis of a citation 
1 from Menander of Ephesus preserved in Josephus' Antiquities. 
In the New Testament we find the time of the famine lengthen-
2 
ed to three and one-half years. This may be the result of 
the influence of apocalyptic thinking which saw three and a 
J half years as the half of seven and subsequently as the 
4 
stereotyped period of distress and evil. 
Although the idea of famine itself finds a parallel in 
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the Elisha story, too much should not be built on a detailed 
comparison of these two accounts. The length of the Elisha 
famine is set at seven years although there does not seem to be 
any conscious effort to double the length of the Elijah famine. 
The length of the famine in the Elisha account may have been 
determined by two factors. The first is the length of the 
great famine in Egypt and Canaan as described in Gen. 4lff. 
Elisha's ability to predict the length of a famine as great 
as this famine of patriarchal days would be equally as impor-
tant as any doubled tradition of Elijah. Secondly, the length 
of the famine may have been increased for legal reasons in or-
der to illustrate the right of the woman to regain possession of 
her property within a sabbatic period. Since any one of these 
factors is equally as valid as the assumption that we have a 
doubled Elijah tradition, we cannot use this particular tradition 
1. cr. JA 8:13,2. 
2. See Lk. 4:25; Jas. 5:17-18. 
). See MBK, p. 29). 
4. Ibid., p. 294. 
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to strengthen the common judgment that similarities in the 
Elisha-Elijah tradition result from the Elisha compiler 
imitating the Elijah stories. We must acknowledge the sharing 
of a tradition of famine in both histories as well as the 
Josephus tradition which points to a specific famine in the 
days of Ahab. All these factors make it more probable that 
in this instance, if any borrowing has been done, it is more 
likely that Elijah traditions have been transferred to Elisha 
rather than the reverse. 
In both the Elijah and Elisha traditions we find a story 
relating to the dividing of the Jordan river. In II K 2:8 
Elijah takes his mantle, strikes the water and the water 
divides so that Elijah and Elisha may walk over. In II K 
2:14, following Elijah's ascension, Elisha performs the same 
act and the tradition itself assumes this to be an imitation 
of the Elijah action. The imitation is necessary if Elisha 
is to be recognized as a true successor of Elijah. Actually 
the motif here is more understandable in any event if originally 
related to Elijah. One can see the tradition at work which 
will make Eli!ah in later Judaism a second Moses. As Moses 
is connected with the marvelous crossing of the Red Sea (Ex.l5) 
so Elijah is related to a marvelous dividing of the Jordan 
river. 1 In this instance the item was probably original to 
1. For a list of parallels between~ .Moses and Elijah in later 
Jewish traditions, see ZGLE, pp. 25-27. 
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Elijah because of the early tendency to associate Elijah with 
Moses, although it stresses Elijah as a wonder worker much 
more than do the traditions in I K 17-19. 
The two items which reveal the closest literary corres-
pondence in the Elisha and Elijah cycles are the stories re-
lating to the increase of the widow's oil and the restoration 
of the Shunammite's son. 
The parallel in the first story is between I K 17:8-16 
and II K 4:1-7. In I K 17:8ff. we have the story of Elijah's 
relationship with a widow whom Elijah understands through the 
word of the Lord is prepared to feed him. He encounters 
her at the gate of the city of Zarephath during the height 
of the famine. Elijah requests water which the woman brings 
but she balks at his request for bread, explaining that she has 
only a small amount of meal in a jar and a little oil in a 
cruse. She is preparing to use this to prepare a last meal 
for herself and her son. Elijah urges her to proceed to 
bake and assures her that the meal and the oil will not be 
exhausted until the drought has ceased. I K 17:16 attests 
the fact that the prophet's words were true, that the meal 
and the oil continued in abundance. 
In II K 4:1-7 the woman involved is a widow of one of 
the "sons of the prophets." The sub-motif in this increase 
miracle is not famine, but rather a legal question involving 
the possible loss of the widow's sons. She is directed to 
borrow empty oil containers from her neighbors and fill 
them from her present supply of oil. The miracle takes 
place when the oil continues to flow until all the bor-
rowed vessels are filled. 
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Benzinger overstates the parallelism here when he writes: 
"Dardber dass I Reg 17:8-16 die Vorlage dieser ErzAhlung bil-
l det, kann kein Zweifel sein.• Certainly the similarities 
require explanation and the easiest available explanation is 
to assume the influence of one prophet's traditions upon 
the other. There is not sufficient evidence here, howeve~, 
to conclude that the story is a direct literary parallel to 
I K 17:8-16 or that the miraculous effect has been height-
ened in the Elisha tradition. It is no more miraculous for 
one oil container to continue flowing than for one oil 
container and one meal jar to continue to be full for a 
maximum period of three years. If anything, the miracle 
of the Elijah tradition would appear to be more dramatic 
than that of the Elisha tradition. That there is a partial 
transfer of elements between the stories must be granted, 
but it is increasingly difficult to say which way the tradition 
has been amplified. The setting which relates Elisha to a 
widow of one of the "sons of the prophets" is as natural as 
1. BBK, p. 135. 
Elijah's setting in Zarephath during the famine in the days 
of Ahab. In the same way that Hazael and Jehu seem forced 
1 
into the Elijah tradition, we have an instance here in which 
the human concern of Elisha, so much more evident in Elisha 
than Elijah, has been introduced intQ the Elijah stories. 
Most commentators believe that the parallelism between 
the Elijah and Elisha traditions is most apparent in a com-
parison of I K 17:17-24 and II K 4:8-.37. 2 
1.31 
In I K 17:17-24 we find a story which in the present text 
continues with the same woman and son who are involved in I K 
17:8-16, the woman whose meal and oil were increased to meet 
her needs. She reports t.o Elijah that her son has died as a 
punishment for her hidden sin. Elijah takes the boy into 
his own room and lays him on the bed. Following a prayer 
which is really an outburst against God for an act of 
seeming injustice, Elijah stretches himself upon the boy 
three times and the boy is revived. The woman takes this 
act as proof that Elijah is a man of God and that the word 
of the Lord as it comes through Elijah is truth. As Mont-
gomery points out: "It is somewhat an academic question 
whether the boy actually died."J The text does not specifically 
indicate the boy's death. The assumption of antiquity would 
be that death could not be certified until an interval of time 
1. I K 19:15-18. 
2. E.g.,NHPE, p. 20; BBK, p. 1.32; SK, P• 22. 
J. MBK, p. 256. 
had elapsed. 
The motif here of the revival of a dead child, especially 
when it is a reflection of gratitude by divine persons for 
care rendered them, is a common one in folklore. It is not 
only common but very ancient, as Gunkel indicates: "Natflrlich 
1st auch hier der Mythus Alter als die Sage; der wandernde 
1 Prophet 1st an Stelle des wandernden Gottes getreten." Be-
cause the motrf is a common one we should not be surprised 
.to find two such stories contained in the Ell jah and Elisha 
traditions, although it is true that there are correspondences 
of detail which point to more than just a shared motif. 
In II K 4:8-37 we have the Elisha tradition regarding the 
restoration of the ShUnammite woman's son. That the story 
offers literary parallels to I K 17:17-24 would be impossible 
to deny. Montgomery notes parallels in several matters of 
2 detail. Both prophets make their home in an upper chamber 
on the roof of the home. Both prophets treat the boy in a 
manner involving ''stretching" or "bowing." The third parallel 
cited by Montgomery is quite questionable. He maintains that 
the statement in II K 4:31 that "there was no sound or sign 
of life" in the boy is taken as a direct quotation from 
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I K 18:29. Although there is a complete literary corres-
pondence between the two statements, the statement in I K 18:29 
1. GEJB, p. 69, n. 12. 
2. MBK, P• 367. 
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is made in connection with Elijah's contest with the 
priests of Baal and hardly forms a parallel in the resuscitation 
1 
stories. To maintain Montgomery's position, it would be 
necessary to prove either that the preservers of the Elisha 
tr2dition drew at random from Elijah tales or that the statement 
in I K 18:29 had originally been a part of the Elijah 
resuscitation story and was later misplaced at its present 
position in the text. 
There are significant differences between these two 
stories, however, which are either real differences or, as 
Napier thinks, 2contrived differences to heighten the miraculous 
power of Elisha. Whereas I K 17:17-24 is a sequel to I K 17: 
8-16 with identical personnel, II K 4:8-37 is not a sequel to 
II K 4:1-7. In II K 4:1-7 we are dealing with the widow of 
one of the "sons of the prophets" while in II K 4:8-37 the 
central woman is a wealthy matron of Shunem. Napier believes 
that this is an artificial detail added to provide the oppor-
tunity for Elisha to demonstrate his ability to provide a .child 
in an unlikely situation. This conclusion can only be based 
on a premise that II K 4:8-37 is one story. However, the 
possibility must not be overlooked that II K 4:8-37 represents 
a conflation of two stories, one dealing with the giving of a 
3 
child and the other dealing with a resuscitation. It is also 
1. The Hebrew is identical: 
2. NHPE, pp. 20-21. 
3. So BBK, PP• 135-137. 
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true that whereas the Elijah tale does not emphasize the 
real death of the boy, this is made quite conclusive in 
II K 4:20,)2. Is this emphasis necessarily an improvement 
upon the Elijah story to make certain that the prophet's role 
will not be confused? Is it an attempt to illustrate that 
the prophet really resuscitates, he does not merely cure? 
Even .assuming that the author of II K 4:8-37 knows the story 
of Elijah in I K 17, can we be assured that literary history 
preserves such a careful marshalling of detail? Although it 
is not emphasized in I K 17, it is easier to read the text 
assuming that the boy has died than that he has not. For this 
reason the certainty of the boy's death in II K 4:8-37 may be 
a natural development from I K 17. 
It is necessary to compare the stories point by point since 
the order in both is the same. Each mother makes an appeal 
to the prophet and in each instance the prophet responds. In 
1 
the Elijah tradition the appeal and the response are short. 
In the ~lisha tradition the appeal and the response are long-
2 
er. Much more elaborate detail is given in the appeal and 
response iu the Elisha tradition. In the Elijah tradition the 
J healing ritual is described only briefly. In the Elisha tradition 
we have a much more detailed description of the healing 
4 
ritual. The child's recovery in the Masoretic text of the 
1. I K 17:18,19. 
2. II K 4:25-Jl. 
J. I K 17:20-21. 
4. II K 4:JJ-J5. 
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Elisha resuscitation story is authenticated by his sneezing 
seven times, although the Septuagint does not contain this 
information and a common assumption is that we are faced here 
1 
with an error resulting from dittography. The return· of the 
child to the mother is much simpler in the Elijah tradition 
than in the dramatic scene presented in the Elisha tradition. 
Napier's general conclusions about these comparative details 
2 
are quite acceptable· on the whole. He concludes that altera-
tions or expansions in the Elisha tradition• seem intended 
11 a) to improve, or to confirm where there could be question; 
b) to make the prophet more impressive; c) or to heighten the 
dramatic force of the story.• Napier would, however, extend 
these general observations to all parallel accounts in the 
Elijah-Elisha traditions, although these seem most justifiable 
only in the case of the comparison between I K 17:17-24 and 
II K 4:8-38. 
In comparing the two accounts it must be noted that one 
element in the Elijah tradition is missing from the Elisha 
story, namely Elijah's prayer in I K 17:20. In the Elisha 
tradition the only notation of prayer is in II K 4:33 where 
the fact of Elisha's praying is noted with no indication of 
the content of the pr~~er. If one assumes that I K 17:17-24 
was the model for II K 4:8-37, the only conclusion possible is 
either that Elijah's prayer did not exist in the text at the 
1. So, e.g., BNBK, p. 276. 
2. NHPE, p. 21. 
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time or that the author of II K 4:8-37 did not choose 
to use the prayer. If the parallelism is as complete as has 
been claimed, however, there must certainly have been at least 
an indication that Elijah prayed to justify this statement in 
the Elisha tradition. The other alternative interpretation 
would suggest that the Elijah prayer of accusation did not 
suit the criterion of proper piety acceptable to the Elisha 
tradition and was therefore omitted. 
After comparing four items in the Elijah-Elisha traditions 
which show similarities, certain conclusions become evident. 
Actually only two of these items are sufficiently alike to 
suggest literary parallelism. The famine of seven years as 
compared with the famine of three (or three and one-half) years 
shows a familiarity of motif but little more. The dividing 
of the Jordan is a conscious imitative act in which no attempt 
has been made by the tradition to see these two occurrences 
as unrelated. In the case of the increase of oil we can observe 
several motifs shared between the stories, but the evidence 
is not clearly in favor of an Elisha imitation of an Elijah 
original. The last case of parallelism is that of the resus-
citation accounts where the parallel motifs and details are 
too numerous for mere chance and where critical opinion probably 
concludes correctly that the Elisha tradition is derived from 
the EliJah tradition. 
C. If there is any single impression of Elisha which has 
reached the pages of histories of Israel it is that he stands 
in a subordinate relationship to Elijah. As F. James writes: 
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"It is natural therefore that he [Elisha] should strike out on 
1 
no new course for himself. What E.:lijah stood for was enough." 
However, such a judgment is much more a reflection of the 
stature which Elijah holds in Jewish tradition than a compari-
son of the historiC' ministries of these two prophets. 
In his historic mi~istry Elijah's major contribution is 
to speak decisively in the controversy between the worship 
of Yahweh and the worship of the Baalim. That the people 
accepted the Baalim as fact seems to be true both for the 
Israelites and for the native Canaanite population. Initially, 
Baalim could be treated as necessary requisites if the submar-
ginal soil of Palestine was to produce a sufficient crop to 
prevent famine. For the fertility of the soil the Baalim 
seemed much more important than Yahweh, the god of a no-
madic people. Yahweh was necessary to his people in war and 
for protection during their wanderings, but Nhat did Yahweh 
know of the fertility of the soil? Elijah, perceptible 
through the veil of legend as a great historical prophet, 
emerges without a patronymic and disappears without a grave. 
During his ministry, however, he typifies the struggle of 
1. JPOT, p. 187. 
Yahwism versus the Baalim in his opposition to Ahab. It 
is not at all a worship of Yahweh outside of Jerusalem 
which is in question here, but rather the cultic worship 
1 
which Ahab provides for his Tyrian wife. 'rhe goal of 
Elijah's ministry as preserved in I K 17-19 is to wrest 
the mystery of the soil from the Baalim and to enlarge the 
understanding of Yahweh by adding to his nature as a nomadic 
deity the status of an agricultural deity. Hosea (2:10) 
confirms Elijah's emphasis when he maintains that the fruit-
fulness of the plants comes not as the product of baalistic 
action, but as a gift of Yahweh, the one true giver. Not 
the Baalim but Yahweh is "Lord of the earth"; not the Baalim 
but Yahweh is "the rider upon the clouds." 
When one compares the emphases of Elijah's life as a 
prophet with the character of Elisha's ministry, a contrast 
becomes immediately apparent. Elisha is not involved in a 
1)8 
controversy between the Baalim and Yahweh. He does not 
isolate himself from his people as did Elijah but most 
characteristically lives among them. In contrast to Elijah, 
Elisha is very much a part of the political life of the nation. 
His place as a national figure is much more apparent in 
the traditions than is the case with Elijah. It may be con-
1. There is some question of exactly which cult was provided 
for Jezebel. A. Alt contends that it was the local Baal of 
Carmel while Eissfeldt believes it was the Baalshame~he 
Syrian "Lord of heaven." See FGB, pp. 1-18 and JAOS,60, p. 
298. 
tended that his activity in fostering the revolution of Jehu 
is a continuation of Elijah's protest against the condemned 
dynasty of Omri, and yet the role assumed by Elisha in 
politics is hardly one that is conceivable for Elijah. 
Furthermore, Elisha's ministry evidences a much greater 
concern for and connection with the "sons of the prophets" 
1 
than does the ministry of Elijah. It should be noted that 
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the "sons of the prophets" stand firmly as worshipers of Yahweh 
even though group prophecy of this type disappears when indi-
vidual prophecy as exemplified in Amos becomes normative in 
Israel and Judah. 
W. Robertson Smith and s. A. Cook have contrasted these 
2 two prophets in telling phrases. Whereas Elijah emerges 
as the "prophet of the wilderness," Elisha is very much the 
"prophet of civilized life." If Elijah is to be viewed as 
the "messenger of vengeance," Elisha must be seen as the 
"messenger of mercy and restoration." If Elisha is judged 
as a poor imitation of Elijah it is primarily because of 
similarities in the traditions, and even here it is primarily 
3 based on a certain few miracle stories. Such a comparison, 
however, does little justice to the total Elisha tradition which 
contains many stories which are not only not repetitions of 
1. van Oudenrijn, Art.(l925), pp. 165ff., notes that the term 
"sons of the prophets" is only attested for the period 850-750 
B.C. and only for the northern Kingdom. 
2. See "Elisha" in Enc. Brit., 11th ed., pp. 280-281. 
3. Most frequently cited would be those discussed in this 
chapter, especially II K 2:14; 4:1-7; 4:8-37. 
1 
Elijah traditions but are of an entirely opposite character. 
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The overwhelming importance of Elijah in rabbinic tra~ 
dition has influenced our judgment as regards a true comparison 
of the historic ministries of Elijah and Elisha. As M. Levin-
sohn writes: "Noch keine biblische Person, ausser Moses und 
David, hat in jddische Volke eine Popularit!t gewonnen, die 
2 
er des Elia gleichk!me." L. Ginzberg confirms this opinion 
and delineates three roles which Elijah plays in haggadic 
material: 1) Elijah as precursor of the Messiah; 2) Eli·jah 
as zealous in the cause of God; 3} Elijah as the helper of 
3 
all in distress. The haggadic material was not content to 
describe merely Elijah's historic ministry, but actually 
created a new history for Elijah which began with his trans-
lation and will end only with the close of human history. 
This new history emphasizes Elijah as a forerunner and announcer 
of the Messiah. It sees him as a miraculous healer of the 
sick and a consoler of the poor and the pious in times of 
distress. He appears as the conciliator in matrimonial 
troubles and the peacemaker between fathers and children 
before the day of judgment. Elijah is able to pierce secret 
truth and even to mediate between heaven and earth. It is 
this last role that confirmed his importance in the Kabbalistic 
1. E.g, II K 2:19-22; 3:6-20; 4:38-41; 4:42-44; 5:1-19; 6:1-7. 
2 • LETM , p • 1. 
3. See "Elijah" in Jew. Enc., 5, p. 122. 
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1 literature of Judaism during the medieval period. The number 
of specific references to Elijah in the Old Testament and the 
2 intertestamental writings are comparatively few, but these 
give only a minor indication of his importance in the Talmudic 
collections as well as various midrashim. 
The result is that in Jewish tradition Elisha has been 
eclipsed by Elijah, not because of the relative importance 
of their historic ministries, but because of such events as 
the mysterious ascent of Elijah in II K 2:1-18 and the str~ge 
choice of Elijah as the forerunner of the day of Yahweh in 
Mal. ):24 (Authorized Version 4:5), events which enhanced 
Elijah's acceptability to rabbinic tradition. As national 
heroes in their historic period, Elisha actually looms as a 
more important figure and his relative decline in later 
periods may be attributed to several factors. The association 
with group prophecy which is strong with Elisha would not 
influence tradition to enlarge upon Elisha's importance when 
this form of prophecy had passed into disrepute. His role 
as a wonder worker would not enhance his figure in later 
history when the working of miracles was no longer accepted as 
a legitimate test of prophecy. 3 Moreover, it is possible that 
1. Cf. STJM, pp. 1-)9. 
2. Elijah is mentioned in II Chron. 21:12f.; Mal. ):24; Ecclus. 
48:1-12; I Mace. 2:58; Enoch 90:)1; Mart. Is. 2:14. 
J. Since his role as a wonder worker may have been amplified by 
possible transfers from Elijah traditions, such transfers were 
actually detrimental to him in later times. 
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Elisha's participation in political life, which exceeds that 
of even the great prophets such as Isaiah, may have decreased 
his later acceptability as a hero of the faith. 
We may conclude by observing that the very factors which 
were important in Elisha's ministry and/or in the perspective 
of the preservers of his traditions militated against Elisha's 
continuing importance in the faith of Israel. In Elijah's 
case, however, his historic stand against Baalism combined 
with a strange ascent into heaven and a later reference at-
taching him to messianic traditions all went together to 
increase his acceptability as a great prophet of Israel. 
When a comparison of their historic ministries is made, 
however, the result is a recognition of the fleeting charac-
ter of Elijah's ministry and the greater political importance 
of Elisha in his own time. 
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VI. Elisha in post-Kings Tradition 
The importance of Elisha for the Jewish and Christian 
faiths does not end with the historical traditions preserved 
in the Books of Kings. The generations following Elisha 
which accepted this prophet as a "man of God" amplified our 
knowledge of him wherever ambiguity occurred in the Biblical 
text and occasionally where it did not. As Shalom Spiegel 
writes: 
Devout centuries wove endless fantasies around the char-
acters and occurrences depicted in the holy Writ. Both 
folk imagination and scholar's wit coaxed and forced from 
its pages a multitude of tales and a host of fancies un-
foreseen and unsuspected by the writers of the Bible.l 
Even where elements in the later traditions appear fantastic, 
from an historical perspective, they can still be of service to 
the scholar in determining the impression produced by a great 
personality on the tradition which has preserved him. 
A. In the Jewish traditions Elisha emerges as a prophet whose 
Old Testament history has been expanded by the process of in-
terpretation. On the whole, the rabbinic mind was intrigued 
by either a paucity of material or by seeming inconsistencies 
in the text. If little canonical material had been preserved 
concerning a person and he served doctrinal interests of later 
ages, he was likely to be a popular subject for rabbinic traditions 
1. GLB, xi. 
2. Elijah and Enoch are both examples of such persons. 
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Generally speaking, rabbinic interpretation of the Old Testa-
ment was guided by a non-literal method of hermeneutics which 
is termed midrash. Rabbinic interpretation dislocates into mean-
ing--into universal meaning--not only words and names, but paral-
lel passages, duplicate expressions, sequences, particles, let-
ters and numbers. Every nuance of Holy Writ, the very jots and 
tittles, the points over and under every letter are grist for 
thej""'~ i1 J1 J'"'~d of rabbinic interpretation. As Wolfson indi-
cates: "Non-literal interpretations [of the Biblical text] were 
therefore used by the rabbis sometimes to supplement the liter-
1 
al meaning and sometimes to supplant it." Examples of both 
these possibilities can be observed in the tradition of Elisha 
2 
as it emerges from Jewish tradition. 
The rabbinic traditions mirror the Biblical account in 
stressing the master-disciple relationship of Elijah and Elisha. 
Ginzberg notes that in rabbinic writings Elisha is the ''un-
3 
wearying companion" of Elijah. In Elijahu Rabbah, ch. V, 
the rabbis make much of the fact that Elijah did not teach 
Elisha, but Elisha ministered to Elijah ( I K 19:21). From 
this observation the general principle is derived that prac-
tical ministration in connection with Torah is greater than 
teaching or study of Torah. 
1. WPCF, P• 24. 
2. Any twentieth century investigation of rabbinic legend will 
be heavily indebted to GLJ, 7 vols., as I am in the following 
pages. 
3. GLJ, IV, p. 239. 
Moreover, it is in the rabbinic traditions thet the 
"double portion" -which Elisha receives _is interpreted to 
mean a prophetic ministry wrach literally doubles tne won-
ders of Elijah. With regard to the miracles this "double por-
tion" is interpreted to mean that Elisha worked sixteen 
1 
miracles while Elijah only worked eight. Several of these 
doubled miracles are described in tne Talmudic collections. 
Elisha's crossing the Jordan is more wonderful than Elijah's 
crossing the Jordan since Elisha did this alone and it is 
observed that two saints always possess more power than one. 
2 
145 
The second miracle which the rabbis think exhibits this doubling 
tendency is that of resuscitation. The two resuscitations of 
Elisha are arrived at in various ways by different rabbinic 
3 
traditions. In certain texts the second resuscitation by 
Elisha, in addition to that in II K 4:8-37, is the cleansing 
of Naaman, since a leper was considered to be a dead person. 
In Most rabbinic texts, however, the sec~nd resuscitation 
is cited as the corpse which was revived when placed in 
4 
contact with Elisha's bones ( II K 13:21,22). 
Certain accounts of Elisha are expanded in detail, as well 
1. GLJ, VI, p. 343, n. 3, indicates that extant midrashic writin6s 
do not detail the eight or the sixteen miracles although there 
are textual indications that there was such a listing in antiquity. 
2. Baraita of 32 Middot, no. 1, as cited by GLJ, VI, p. 344. 
3. Sarih. 46a in EBT, p. 310 and Hullin 7b in EBT, p. 207. 
4. E.g., Sanh. 47a in EBT, pp. 312-313, although there is a 
question raised by the rabbis whether tnis miracle is intended 
to fulfill the 11 double portion 11 or rather to prove that a 
wicked man may not be buried alongside of a righteo'.J.S man. 
as in interpretation, by the rabbis. An example of this is 
Elisha's cleansing of the spring at Jericho (II K 2:19-22). 
The Biblical text makes this wonder tale an example of 
Elisha's benevolent attitude toward men, while the rabbinic 
legends explore the effect of cleansing the spring on those 
who made their living by selling unpolluted water. These 
people became understandably angry at Elisha when their source 
1 
of income was destroyed by his miracle. This enlargement of 
the Biblical tradition provides an explanation, however, for 
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the punitive miracle against the mischievous boys which follows 
the cleansing of the spring in the Biblical text. In rabbinic 
legend these boys are not really children but men, speCifically 
the water merchants who have lost their income, acting like 
children. However, even this incident might have been prevented 
if the men of Jericho had properly escorted Elisha. Deriving 
a general princi0le from this specific incident Rabbi Johanan 
says in the name of Rabbi Meir: "Whoever does not escort others 
2 
or allow himself to be escorted is as though he sheds blood." 
In order to circumvent a reaoing of the Biblical text which 
would normally assume children, Rabbi Eliezer says that when 
the text refers to little children, it means they were bare 
3 
of precepts and little means they were little of faith. 
Although these men, acting like children, deserved tne 
1. GLJ, IV, p. 240. 
2. Sot. 46b in EBT, p. 244. 
3. IOid., p. 245. 
punishment they received, rabbinic legend still maintains 
1 
that Elisha was forced to pay for having yielded to anger. 
Another problem in the punitive miracle against the 
children in II K 2:23-25 involves the number forty-two which 
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is given as the number of those devoured by bears. The rabbis 
know that this number should have a meaning beyond the literal. 
One of the rabbinic atte:npts to explain the number is that of 
Rabbi Hanina who said: "On account of the forty-two sacrifices 
which Balak, king of Moab, offered [ Num. 23:1,14,29] were 
2 forty-two children cut off from Israel." Hov-Jever, as Ginz-
berg observes: "The relation of the forty-two sacrifices to the 
forty-two persons •••• is not quite clear, and the attempted ex-
planations of the talmudic statement by commentators are far 
3 from being satisfactory." 
In rabbinic trcdition Elisha's concern for those in need 
is both emphasized and expanded. This is sometimes spoken of 
in general terms and sometimes specifically. The specific 
interpretations are usually based on his concern for the 
Shunnamite woman and for the widow of one of the 11 sons of the 
prophets. 11 Typical of the general statements is the commentary 
on Gen. 32:25 in Midrash Rabbah(Genesis): 
God resurrects the dead and Elisha resurrects the dead; 
1. Sotah 47a in EBT, p. 245 where it is stated th2.t Elisha was 
inflicted with three illnesses: l) one because he stirred up the 
bears against the children; 2) one because he thrust Gehazi-away 
with both his hands; 3) one of which he died. 
2. Ibid., p. 246. 
3. GLJ, VI, P• 344, n. 4. 
God remembered childless women and Elisha remembered 
childless women. God blessed the little and Slisha 
blessed the little; God sweetened tne bitter, and 
Elisha sweetened the bitter; God sweetened tne bitter 
tnrough the agency of bitter and Elisha sweetened the 1 
bitter through the agency of bi~ter [salt, II K 2:19]. 
In more specific terms, the tradition of the increase of 
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the widow's oil in II K 4:1-7 is added to by rabbinic legend 
both at the beginning and at the end. We discover from rabbinic 
2 
and other sources th&.t this woman was the wife of Obadiah. 
This Obadiah is identified in rabbinic sources as a high official 
in the court of Ahab, a king whose name is anathema in the 
writings of the rabbis. 3 Obadiah's intrigues within the 
court resulted in an outstanding debt to King Ahab which 
created the problem faced by his widow. 
The end of the tradition in II K 4:1-7 is amplified by 
the rabbis because of a question which is lGft unanswered by 
the Biblical text. In II K 4:7, after tne oil has stopped 
flowing, the woman goes to tell Elisha. The rabbinic question 
is why she should tell Elisha thDt which he must already know, 
and the rabbinic answer is that the market price of oil had 
increased and the woman needed advice as to whether she should 
4 
sell or not. An addition is made to the story in rabbinic legend 
in order to introduce doctrinal teachings concerni~s the resur-
rection of the dead. The advice of Elisha to the woman in II K 4:7 
1. FSMR, II, p. 710. 
2. Cf. GLJ, VI, p. 345, n. 7, where it is maintained that this 
tradition is to be foumi in Christian as well as Jewish sources. 
3. Cf. Sanh. 39b in EBT, pp. 301-302. 
4. FS?m, !, p. 285, on Gen. 9:16. 
was: "Go, sell the oil and pay your debts, and you and 
your sons can live on the rest." In rabbinic tradition 
"living on the rest" is interpreted to mean until the resur-
rection of the dead. It is not assumed that the widow and 
her sons would live until that time, but the oil would sus-
1 tain them even if they were to live so long. 
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The second individual instance which appeals to rabbinic 
legend as exemplifying Elisha's concern for the needy is the 
story in II K 4:8-37 concerning the wealthy woman of Shunem. 
Since the Biblical text is of no help in identifying the family 
background of the woman, rabbinic legend has supplied several 
possibilities. She is considered to be the wife of the 
prophet Iddo and the sister of Abishag. 2 In Kabbalistic 
literature, she has been identified in the Zohar as the mother 
J of the prophet Habakkuk. Rabbinic tradition confirms the 
warm welcome she extended to Elisha and only questions how 
she might have known that he was a "holy man of God." One 
of the criteria offered by Rab is that she never saw a fly 
4 pass by Elisha's table. Elisha's promise of a child to the 
woman is made even more dramatically miraculous in rabbinic 
legend where it is explicitly stated that the husband is 
an older man and the wife beyond the age for child-bearing. 
1. FSMR, I, p. 286 on Gen. 9:17 
2. For a discussion of the sources see GLJ, VI, p. )45, n. 10. 
). SSZ, II, 44a. 
4. Ber. lOb in EBT, p. 58. 
The death of the child provides an opportunity in rab-
binic tradition not only to demonstrate the power of Elisha 
to resuscitate the dead, but also to illustrate the un-
worthiness of Gehazi. Gehazi questions the ability of the 
l 
staff given him by Elisha to resurrect the dead. Because of 
his unbelief Gehazi loses the opportunity to resuscitate the 
boy. Rabbinic legend has an answer for the missing prayer 
of Elisha in II K 4:33. Insofar as this miracle of Elisha 
is a reflection of a similar miracle in the Elijah traditions 
in I K 17:21, it is strange that the Biblical text in II K 
does not provide a prayer. In the sayings of Rabbi Eliezer 
we find the following prayer of Elisha: 
0 Lord of the world! As thou didst wonders through my 
master Elijah and didst permit him to bring the dead to 
life, so, I pray thee, do thou perform a2wonder through me, and let me restore life to this lad. 
Not only does the example of miraculous birth and later resus-
citation show Elisha's solicitade for those in need, but it 
also serves a general rabbinic precept that hospitality must 
be returned in gratitude. 
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The general picture of Gehazi in the rabbinic trc.dition is 
J blackened by several actions. His failure to carry out Elisha's 
1. In patristic writings the impotent staff of Gehazi is com-
pared to the unredeeming Torah of Moses, evidencing a need for a 
Christ. Cf. Augustine, On the Soul and its Origin in SNPNF, p. 346. 
2. Quoted in GLJ, IV, p:-2~-----------
J. In Sotah 90a-90b, EBT, p. 603 Gehazi is listed with the four 
commoners (Balaam, Ahitophel, Doeg and Gehazi) and three kings 
(Jeroboam, Manasseh anc'l Ahab) who will have "no portion in the 
world to con,_e." 
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orders in the resuscitation of the Shunammite woman's son 
is the first indication of his weakness of character. The 
second instance is in the relationships which bind Elisha, 
Gehazi and Naaman together. Judging from their frequent dis-
cussion of the theme, one would conclude that rabbinic tra-
dition was more interested in Elisha's causing Gehazi to 
1 become a leper than in his cure of Naaman's leprosy. However, 
the frequent discussion is not occasioned by any attempt to 
whiten Gehazi or to make the reader feel that the punitive 
miracle of leprosy is not a fit punishment. The problem for 
rabbinic tradition is that Elisha erred when he thrust Ge-
2 hazi away with both hands. In spite of the excessive action 
of Elisha, rabbinic legend gives us the information that there 
was a sudden increase in Elisha's disciples following the dis-
missal of the wicked Gehazi. 
fhe dismissal of Gehazi is treated with little detail in 
the Biblical text. In II K 5:27 a brief notice appears that 
Gehazi left as a leper, "as white as snow.n Rabbinic traditions 
provide an appendix to this story in order to afford Elisha 
an opportunity to show his repentance for the suddenness of 
his action and to provide a reason for Elisha's visit to 
Damascus in II K 8:7. The tradition maintains that Gehazi 
1. Ginzberg generalizes that •the haggadic writings dwell upon 
the great humi~ity of Naaman, who appeared before Elisha in a 
simple manner •••• though he was commander-in-chief of a great 
kingdom." GLJ, VI, p. 346, n. 15. 
2. Cf. Sotah 47a in EBT, P• 246. 
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settled in Damascus after his dismissal and engaged in acts 
of magic, encouraging the people to believe in false idols. 1 
In spite of Elisha's attempt to gain an admission of repentance 
2 from Gehazi he steadfastly refused, according to Rabbi Johanan. 
The lack of detail concerning the revival of the corpse 
in II K 13:21,22 provides rabbinic imagination with another 
opportunity to supply missing detail. As in the case of the 
woman of Shunem, one of the major pieces of information pro-
vided is an identification of the corpse. In the Sayings of 
Rabbi Eliezer, ch. 33, we learn that this corpse in II K 
13:21,22 was that of Shallum, the husband of Huldah the 
prophetess. Shallum's life is pictured in glowing terms as 
the life of a popular and respected man. In Rabbi Eliezer's 
traditions Shallum lived to have a son, Hanamel, although 
in Sanh. 47a it is assumed that the resuscitated person died 
3 immediately. 
The death of Elisha is the result of the last of his three 
illnesses. Rabbinic tradition maintains, however, that Elisha 
was the first man in history to recover from illness. In all 
previous history, illness led to death but since we know that 
Elisha had experienced three illnesses we have adequate proof 
4 
that he must have recovered from the first two. 
1. Cf. Sotah 47a in EBT, p. 247 and Sanh. 107b in EBT, p. 737. 
2. Sotah 47a in EBT, p. 249. 
3. For a full discussion of the conflicting sources see GLJ, 
VI, p. 347, n. 21. 
4. Sanh. 107b in EBT, p. 736. 
According to rabbinic tradition Elisha's death was a 
calamity for Israel. Aramean troops had never entered 
Palestine during Elisha's lifetime but on the day of his 
burial Israel experienced the first attack of the Aramean 
1 
troops. 
A short account of Elisha's life is also given in a 
2 first century Jewish document, The Lives of tne Prophets. 
In this tradition Elisha's home in Abel-meholah is con-
firmed and most of the brief biography is devoted to the 
events surro~nding his birth which is said to have taken 
place in Gilgal. Elisha's birth caused the golden calf 
to bellow so loudly that the sound could be he.sc_rd in Jer-
usalem. This caused a priest to announce after casting 
lots that a prophet had been born who would destroy 
Israel's idols. The account closes by placing his burial 
in Samaria. 
B. The interpretation of Elisha in Christian traditions 
J 
to the close of the patristic age reveals both the way in 
which Old Testament scripture was interpreted by Christians 
and, more importa.'lt for our purposes, which aspects of the 
l5J 
Elisha tredi tions became importc:mt in Christianity during its 
1. Sotah 12a in EBT, p. 221. 
2. TLP, pp. 32,48. 
J. In the Christisn Church in the West this would include all 
Christian authors up to Gregory the Great (d.604) or Isidore 
of Seville (d.6J6). 
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formative period. The assumption of these writers is that 
the revelation of Jesus as the Christ belongs together with the 
Old Testament scriptures. The oracles of the prophets can 
be placed side by side with the teachings of Jesus. It is 
possible for the prophets to be called teachers and even 
apostles as Justin does in his Dialogues (75:3). 
The method of scriptural interpretation used by these 
Christian writers is ultimately rooted back in the midrash 
1 
approach used by the rabbis of Palestinian Judaism. In the 
history of Christian hermeneutics this non-literal method of 
scriptural interpretation used by early Christian writers is 
best termed "allegory," although as Wolfson points out, the 
patristic writers faced the difficult task of steering between 
the extreme allegorists and those who were entirely opposed to 
allegorical methods. 2 
The New Testament itself has little to say of Elisha. In 
Lk. 4:16-30 we find the account of Jesus' rejection at Nazareth. 
In the course of this tradition we find Jesus using two ex-
amples of Old Testament prophets who exemplify his contention 
that "no prophet is acceptable in his own country.") The 
two examples cited by Jesus are EliJah and Elisha. Jesus' 
listeners are reminded that there were many lepers in Israel 
1. See WPCF, ch. II. 
2. Ibid., p. 73. 
). Lk. 4:24. 
: 
in Elisha's time, but it was a Syrian, Naaman, who was 
cleansed of leprosy and not an Israelite. 1 
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Certain aspects of the Elisha tradition seemed of great 
importance to the patristic writers. The selection of features 
was influenced by several factors: 1} their adaptability to 
allegorization in the Christian terminology of salvation; 
2) their correspondence to particular details of Jesus' words· 
and, even more important, his deeds. 
Christianity was seeking to encourage humility as a 
virtue for Christian believes and Elisha was used as an 
example of the type of humility which is desirable. In 
Christianity humility was a necessary grace if the Chris-
tian was to recognize himself as a creature of God and to 
accept his state of complete dependence upon God. In the 
First Epistle ~ Clement the saints are used as examples of 
humility and Christians are urged to be "imitators of those 
who in goatskins and sheepskins went about proclaiming the 
coming of Christ; I mean Elijah, Elisha and Ezekiel among 
the prophets •••• "2 
Elisha served Christianity not only as an example of 
humility but also as an example of purity. Ignatius in his 
Letter to the Philadelphians writes of the need for purity 
1. Cf. II K 5:1-14. 
2. RDANF, I, p. 9. 
in marital relations and selects Elisha as an example of 
purity along with Elijah, Joshua, John the Baptist, Timothy, 
1 Clement and others. These men may serve as examples for 
other Christians since they all died in "perfect chastity." 
In the Pseudo-Clementine literature one encounters this 
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same type of emphasis in the Two Epistles Concerning Virginity. 
In ch. 14 the author selects certain examples of men who 
exercised acceptable sexual behavior, and among these he 
2 
gives due credit to Elisha. In this instance the stress is 
placed on the community life of the "sons of the prophets" 
in which Elisha, Gehazi and the other prophets lived together 
"in the fear of God" and without the presence of females. 
In ch. 15, having discussed Jesus as an example of how it 
is possible to be served by women in a chaste context, the 
author gives an Old Testament example of a similar relation-
ship between Elisha and the Shunammite woman. The author 
actually changes the text of II K 4 so that the reader 
would believe that Elisha lived in a separate house near the 
home of the Shunammite woman, thus emphasizing their chaste 
relationships. 
One of the great themes concerning Elisha in patristic 
1. RDANF, I, p. 81. 
2. RDANF, VIII, p. 65. 
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literature is his resuscitation of the dead. In certain in-
stances the example of Elisha is used in contrast to the 
greater efficacy of God in similar deeds. An example of this 
can be seen in certain fragments of lost writings of Irenaeus 
in which the statement is made: "If the corpse of Elisha 
raised a dead man, how much more shall God, when He has 
1 
quickened men's dead bodies, bring them up for judgment?" 
In other instances the emphasis is upon Elisha as an example 
2 
of a prophet who raised from the dead like Jesus. Wherever 
this type of association is being made by patristic writers 
one can always look for a grouping which will include Elijah, 
Elisha and Jesus. 
The general power to resurrect the dead was of particular 
interest in connection with the traditions of II K 13:21,22. 
The interest of Christians in the veneration of relics was 
fortified by the example of the power resident in the dead 
bones of Elisha. Christian writers who selected this theme 
were not so much interested in a defense of the resurrection 
3 
of the dead as they were in the veneration of saintly relics. 
An example of this type of writing can be seen in the Homilies 
4 
~ St. Ignatius and St. Babylas of Chrysostom. In this instance 
1. RDANF, I, p. 574. 
2. E.g., Letter CXXVII of Augustine in SNPNF, IV, p. 478. 
3. E.g., The Catechetical Letters of Cyril of Jerusalem in 
LCC, IV, pp. 181-182. 
4. SNPNF, IX, p. 140. 
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it is not only the relics of the saints which are efficacious 
but even the sepulchre where a saint has been buried. 
Chrysostom can only conclude that if this could ha9pen in 
Elisha's day, how much moore possible it would be in his 
own day "when grace is more abundant." 
Elisha's ability to resurrect the dead is the one specific 
aspect of his W)nder-working ability which appeals to Chris-
tians because of the traditions concerning Jesus, but there 
is also a general recogni tLm of Elishs. as a worker of all 
types of miracles. Augustine notes in ch. 7 of On the Soul 
and its Origin that before Christ the dead were raised and. 
lepers cleansed. Although the miracles of Jesus can be paral-
led by those of Elisha, Elijah and cert.s,in figures of Jewish 
antiquity, Augustine does not wish to leave the impression 
that Jesus is not actually superior to these predecessors. 
In his commentary on the fifteenth chapter of John, he notes 
that in comparison with Jesus "no one of the ancients cured 
with such power so many bodily defects, and bad states of 
1 health, and trouble of mortals." The example of Elisha was 
merely proof to the p2tristic writers that God had given to 
"men of God" in previ:)US times the power to work miracles, 
especially the power to resurrect the dea.d end cl3anse lepers. 
1. SNPNF, VII, p. )61. 
159 
The Jewish tradition which saw Elisha as twice the 
prophet Elijah had been is reflected to a slight degree in 
patristic literature. In the eighth homily of Chrysostom's 
work, Concerning th~ Statues, he states that Elijah's sheep-
skin divided the Jordan river and •it made Elisha a two-fold 
1 Elias." However, this misinterpretation of the "double por-
tion" seems to have gained greater currency in Jewish than 
in Christian literature. 
Because of the importance of baptism in the Christian 
tradition there is interest in the story in which Naaman was 
cured of his leprosy by washing in the Jordan. Frequent 
citations in patristic literature can be discovered in which 
the seven-fold baptism of Naaman is compared unfavorably with 
2 
the baptism by Jesus. 
Another way in which the patristic literature uses the 
Elisha tradition is pure allegory with no attempt whatsoever 
to investigate the possible original meaning of the tradition. 
Irenaeus does this with the tradition of the floating axehead. 
According to this writer the performance of this miracle was 
an attempt by Elisha to point out that "the sure word of God, 
which we had negligently lost by means of a tree, and were not 
in the way of finding again, we should receive anew by the dis-
1. SNPNF, IX, p. 396. 
2. E.g., Chrysostom, Duties of the Clergy in SNPNF, V, p. 24. 
Cf., however, Tertullian, Again~, in RDANF, III, 
p. 356, where the cleansing of' Naaman is symbolic of the 
cleansing of the nations in Christ. 
1 pensation of a tree." Augustine follows the allegorical 
method to even greater extremes in his Reply to Faustus the 
2 
Manichean. Augustine is here attempting to elicit the mean-
ing of the punitive miracle against the mocking boys (II K 
2:23-25). The children of the Elisha tradition are compared 
to those who "in childish folly scoff at Christ crucified 
on Calvary and are destroyed by devils." 
These Christian traditions concerning Elisha are illumin-
ating in revealing which aspects of Elisha's life were of 
greatest interest to patristic writers and which stories 
best suited the needs of either Christian apologetic or Chris-
tian polemic. Elisha emerges from these Christian traditions 
as a forerunner of Christ, who baptized, cleansed lepers and 
raised the dead. The result is that patristic literature 
insofar as it deals with Elisha traditions is largely con-
cerned with II K 5 and II K 4:8-37. Elisha's virtues are 
considered to be humility and purity, and he is frequently 
cited where these virtues are being extolled for Christians. 
1. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, in RDANF, I, p. 545. 
2. SNPNF, IV, p. 194. 
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VII. Elisha: A Re-evaluation 
Pfeiffer states that "paradoxically, Elisha is a more 
historical and also a more legendary character than Eli-
1 jah •••• • and it is precisely this admixture of legend and 
history which has prevented Elisha from receiving a sym-
pathetic treatment. The nature of the traditions has pre-
vented any study of Elisha independent of Elijah and the 
heir has paid heavily for his mantle in the history of 
the faith of Israel. Similarities in the Elijah-Elisha 
traditions have usually been prejudged in favor of a 
priority in origin and excellence for Elijah. However, the 
attempt to judge the Elisha tradition in the light of its 
origins makes one realize the need for a re-evaluation of 
Elisha. Such a re-evaluation will indicate that Elisha's 
major importance is in the religious-historical realm rather 
than in the strictly religious area. 
Certain words of caution should be expressed initially 
about re-evaluating Elisha. Because of the nature of the 
sources we may finally learn more about what Elisha meant 
to the "sons of the prophets" and perhaps to the nation 
than what his historical career may have been. Our problem 
is similar to that faced by source and form critics in New 
Testament studies who are never quite sure whether what they 
1. PIOT, p. 406. 
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have discovered is an authentic aspect of Jesus' ministry 
or perhaps only the reflection of that ministry in the life of 
the apostolic church. Much of the material about Elisha 
is either saga or legend which means both that the central-
ity of the hero has probably been exaggerated and that popu-
lar taste has molded the manner and form in which the story 
has been preserved. 
Not only are our sources for Elisha of a peculiar nature 
but they hardly provide one with sufficient material to write 
a biography of the prophet. A chronology of events would be 
very difficult to agree upon. Presumably those tales within 
the tradition which show an antipathy for the king of Israel 
1 
can be dated before Jehu and those which show Elisha in 
amicable, advisory relationships with the king of Israel 
2 
can be dated after Jehu's uprising in 841 B.C. We do know 
the name of Elisha's father3 and the fact that the family 
were agriculturists, but this is scarcely sufficient infor-
mation for a biography. Although his name appears to mean 
11 God is salvation" on the basis of the Septuagint and Lk.4:27, 
the suggestion has been made by E. KOnig that it would be 
4 better to translate the name as "God is opulence." We 
would even find it difficult to date his prophetic ministry. 
1. E.g., II K ):4-27. 
2. E.g., II K 13:10-25. 
J. Elisha is described as 11 son of Shaphat" in I K 19:19. 
4. JE, V, pp. 136-1)8. 
As preserved in the Kings traditions all of Elisha's 
activities can be dated within the period when Jehoram 
was king of Israel. The one exception to this would be 
the traditions in II K 13:14-21 which connect Elisha with 
1 
Joash. Moreover, as Pfeiffer indicates, it is hardly con-
ceivable that Elisha would have manifested the friendly 
attitude toward the king which is evidenced in II K 4:8-37; 
5; 6:8-23 if the king had been Jehoram the son of the hated 
Aha b. 
All these elements in the traditions of Elisha increase 
the complexity of an evaluation of Elisha as an historical 
person. 
A. A discussion of the religion of Elisha would appear 
unnecessary to those exegetes who accept the opinion of Oes-
terley and Robinson: "We possess a number of stories about 
Elisha, but they have little or no bearing on the develop-
ment of the religious life of Israel •••• n2 
The apparent basis of Elisha's faith was Yahweh and 
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he accepted the challenge of making Yahwism the exclusive 
religion of Israel. His concept of Yahweh, however, did. not 
prevent him from condoning force in the establishment of 
Yahwism. If the "sons of the prophets" were right in assuming 
1. PIOT, P• 409. 
2. ORHR, p. 214. 
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that Yahwism could not be properly observed by those who had 
not extirpated Baalism, then the program of Elijah required 
political implementation, and this is precisely what Elisha 
secured. The Yahweh in whom Elisha believed was reminiscent 
of the military god of the desert years and the period of the 
conquest of Canaan. This Yahweh could battle against both 
human and divine foes. Moreover, this Yahweh was a jealous 
deity who could not share the devotion of his worshippers. 
Yahweh was not geographically confined to Jerusalem, although 
there is some localization of deities by country in the 
Elisha traditions. In II K ):4-27, for example, the retreat 
of the Israelites before the sacrifice of Mesha's son is 
presumably a recognition that Chemosh is supreme in Moab. 
This tradition reflects a monolatrous rather than a mono-
theistic view of Yahweh. 
Elisha's conception of Yahweh is also heavily affected 
by his belief in the cultic manifestations of Yahwism. 
Elisha is a prophet of Yahweh and a leader among the "sons 
of the prophets." The type of prophecy which can be as-
sociated with Elisha is that characteristic of a cultic 
nabi' rather than that typical of classical prophecy after 
Amos. It is impossible to say that Elisha was a cultic 
nabi' and assume that he was necessarily a member of the 
sanctuary personnel. All that can be said is that he is 
most frequently found in the Kings traditions in the com-
pany of the 11 sons of the prophets• and that the geographi-
cal relationships involved would place him at sanctuary 
sites. The location of these prophets at sanctuary sites 
may not mean that they were related to the life of the 
sanctuary in any integral fashion. Two explanations may be 
offered. A location might become a sanctuary site because 
it was presumed that the power of Yahweh had been revealed 
at that place in some previous time and might thus be 
1 
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peculiarly available there. The site would be a particular-
ly efficacious one for a recurrence of the power of Yahweh. 
To this extent it was as important for prophets seeking 
oracles from· the Lord to live at the most likely places of 
revelation as it was for the priests who supervised the 
life of the sanctuaries. A second possible explanation for 
the presence of these peripatetic prophets at sanctuary 
sites is that they wished to be near the places where 
people were likely to come for the offering of sacrifices. 
A further authentication of Elisha's religion as that 
typical of a cultic nabi' can be seen in the rich tradition 
of wonder stories which have gathered around the prophet. 
Irrespective of their historicity, they enable us to 
1. Even when it is recognized that most of the sanctuary sites 
in Israel had originally been Canaanite sanctuaries, my 
point is still valid. Presumably the native Canaanite god 
had revealed himself in a particular way at the site of 
the sanctuary in the past and when the sanctuary became a 
Yahweh sanctuary, the process of syncretism attached the 
notion of special revelation to Yahweh. 
penetrate more deeply into the presumptions of those who 
preserved the Elisha traditions. These traditions seem to 
have been preserved by the "sons of the prophets" whose 
conception of a prophetic leader such as Elisha involved 
the understanding that he could and would perform works of 
wonder which we now label "miraculous." 
In addition to his militant Yahwism and his role as a 
cultic nabi' the traditions of Elisha have preserved a pic-
ture of him as a man of human understanding. Even the works 
of wonder were largely directed to the ultimate benefit of 
those receiving the wonder. All miracles enhance the stature 
of the miracle worker, but there are few miracles in the 
1 
Elisha tradition which do nothing except enhance Elisha. 
Most of Elisha's miracles are works of beneficence and heal-
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ing which reveal his concern for men. The austerity, isolation 
and loneliness of an Elijah are missing in the Elisha tra-
ditions, and we are left with an impression of a man who, 
though he might be a "holy man of God which passeth by us 
continually," was nevertheless a prophet who lived in com-
munity with prophetic disciples and who extended his ministry 
to commoners as well as kings. 
A re-evaluation of Elisha's religion would lessen neither 
1. Among those miracles which only demonstrate the newer of 
the prophet should be included II K 2:14; 6:1-7, although 
even in the latter there is an act of kindness involved in 
the recovery of the axehead. 
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his devotion to Yahweh nor his zeal for Yahweh--a zeal which 
permitted him to encourage a violent uprising. Nevertheless, 
a new assessment of how the term nprophet 11 is to be defined 
in connection with Elisha is necessary. By recognizing and 
accepting his status as the leader of a prophetic band in a 
stage of prophecy previous to the norm of classical pro-
phecy, we can more fully appreciate the practice of his 
Yahwistic faith as a nabi' of Yahweh. Lastly, the study of 
the wonder tales of Elisha reveals the human concern of the 
prophet in spite of the roles which the 11 sons of the pro-
phets" tradition has molded for him as wonder worker, cultic 
prophet and political prophet. 
B. A re-evaluation of Elisha's religious-historical sig-
nificance must concern itself with two major items in the 
tradition. The first is a new understanding of the relation-
ship between Elijah and Elisha, and the second is a more 
adequate understanding of the political importance of Elisha 
in his own age. The latter re-evaluation requires a study 
of the traditions of Elisha in terms of form analysis, as 
well as literary criticism, in order that the traditions may 
be seen in the perspective of the totality of roles assigned 
to Elisha. 
It should be recognized initially that the admitted lit-
erary superiority of the Elijah traditions does not offer 
conclusive proof of the superiority of Elijah's prophecy 
over Elisha's prophecy. It should also be recognized, fur-
thermore, that the overwhelming importance of Elijah in 
later Judaism is not necessarily a witness to the greater 
importance of Elijah's prophetic ministry. The acceptance 
of Elijah in the rabbinic traditions was not based on a com-
parative judgment between the prophetic ministries of Eli-
jah and Elisha. Elijah's attractiveness for rabbinic tra-
dition seems to depend on three factors: 1) the relative 
paucity of Biblical material concerning him which allowed 
rabbinic speculation much freedom; 2) the account of his 
unusual translation in which he ascended into heaven in a 
whirlwind and thus bypassed the normal understanding of 
death, joining a small company including Enoch and possibly 
Moses and Isaiah; 3) interpretations,like that of Mal. 3:24, 
which allowed Elijah to play the role of forerunner of the 
day of the Lord. This type of evidence does not justify 
statements like that of J. Morgenstern: " •••• Elisha was a 
prophet of a much lower type than Elijah and with a far 
less understanding of the true spirit of the religion of 
1 
Yahweh." 
Many critical judgments in favor of Elijah seem to be 
1. UJE, IV, P• 80. 
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based either on the presumption that the master must always 
excel the disciple or on the actual evidence of doublets in 
the wonder stories connected with the two prophets. A study 
of the doublet tradition reveals that the presumption of 
originality is not always in favor of Elijah, although one 
should be cautious in proceeding to the other extreme of 
assuming that all Elijah traditions are adaptations of Elisha 
1 
traditions. 
The very elements in the Elisha tradition which empha-
sized his roles as cultic prophet, wonder worker and political 
pronhet may have worked against the later acceptance of Elisha 
as an important figure in his period. The deprecation of 
miracles in later traditions, the abandonment of group pro-
phecy as normative, and perhaps even Elisha's role as politi-
cal prophet may all have helped to destroy his stature as 
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an important prophet in the history of Israel. These elements, 
which were most unacceptable in later traditions, were pre-
cisely the elements which were emphasized in Elisha's own 
tradition. The result of such a re-evaluation of Elisha does 
not conclude in a loss of status for Elijah, but rather in a 
more adequate appreciation of Elisha within the period of his 
ministry. 
Such an appreciation of Elisha will largely turn on a 
1. Cf. supra ch. V, pp. 125-136. 
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restoration of his political importance. This will only hap-
pen when the character of the traditions in which his politi-
cal activity is contained is recognized. H. Gunkel, in his 
early studies of the traditions of Genesis, tried to suggest 
the significance of legend and to establish criteria for 
1 distinguishing legend and history. As Gunkel affirms:"Legends 
are not lies; on the contrary, they are a particular form of 
2 poetry." We usually assume that history consists of written 
records of public events which have been written upon veri-
fiable and reliable contemporary evidence. In Webster's 
Unabridged Dictionary we find as the fourth definition of 
the word legend: "any story coming down from the past, es-
pecially one popularly taken as historical though not veri-
) fiable by historical record." Although the legend may not 
be historically verifiable with respect to the details it 
includes concerning the person or event of the legend, it 
can be an extremely important piece of historical evidence 
in reconstructing the mind of the age in which it originates 
and circulates. Form and content are the two essential cri-
teria for a separation of legend and history. With respect 
to form, it is usually assumed that legend is originally 
oral whereas history is usually written. History concerns 
itself with national policy and action whereas legend picks 
1. GLG, pp. 1-12. 
2. Ibid., p. ). 
). WUD, pp. 12)1-12)2. 
out elements in national life which will appeal to the com-
mon people. These elements are much more likely to consist 
of private conversations and meetings known only to the par-
ticipants than public events known to everyone. In Gunkel's 
opinion the clearest criterion of legend is its favoritism 
for things which are quite incredible. And the reporting of 
the incredible is usually done in poetry which will attempt 
to arouse men to action. Napier summarizes this aspect of 
legend very well: 
Legend looks at the past, distant or near, and re-
tells it in a spontaneous and intuitive manner. 
Legend remembers the past, but remembers it in 
creative abandon, disregarding history's concern1 to give a rational and coherent reconstruction. 
In the case of Elisha we have an example of traditions 
which have merged legend and history. The preservation of 
historical traditions seems to have been largely the con-
cern and activity of the "sons of the prophets." Although 
they may have exaggerated the importance of their hero, 
Elisha, in the historical settings it is perhaps too extreme 
to say, as Pfeiffer does, that the excellent historical 
narratives in II K 3:4-8,26f.; 6:24-30; 7:3-15 have nothing 
2 
to do with Elisha. Although Elisha is not a figure in the 
verses mentioned, he is a very important figure in the 
contexts in which these fragmented verses are found. There 
1. NFFF, P• 75. 
2. PIOT, p. 407. 
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does not seem to be any justification for separating these 
verses from their contexts. There is nothing unlikely in 
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the concept that a prophet in this period might be sought out 
for oracles by kings as well as ordinary men. Furthermore, 
the participation of Elisha in the Jehu uprising has not been 
seriously questioned by many. Making allowances for the 
fact that those preserving these traditions thought of Elisha 
as a cultic prophet who must of necessity work wonders, it is 
still possible to conceive of Elisha in an active political 
role in the various political settings within the Elisha cycle. 
His actual role in these political narratives was undoubtedly 
characterized by fewer wonders than those recorded, but the 
assumption of such a role is quite conceivable for him. 
An examination of the historical settings given in the 
Elisha traditions results in either a specific setting which 
can be identified and corroborated from extra-Biblical evi-
dence or a general setting of undatable nature which is yet 
authentic for the period under consideration. 
The result is that the political narratives of the Elisha 
cycle, while representing an admixture of legend and history, 
have not created a role for Elisha as political prophet,even 
though the extent of his political activity may have been 
exaggerated. His role in politics was a part of his historic 
ministry and the preservers of the tradition have quite rightly 
pictured him in this role. That they have done this through 
the use of both history and legend should not obscure our 
recognition of the reality of Elisha's political activity 
which can be seen best in his participation in the revolu-
tion of Jehu. 
An understanding of the Elisha traditions which accepts 
their character as a mixture of history and legend results 
in a new perception of Elisha's political importance. The 
historical element in the traditions is derived from the 
actual events of the period while the legend projects into 
the history the type of material which exemplifies the roles 
of its hero, even though it is not necessary to fabricate 
the participation of the hero himself. 
c. On the basis of the investigation of Elisha made 
throughout the dissertation certain conclusions are now 
apparent: 
1) Any real understanding of Elisha will only be at-
tained by seeing him through the roles which the preservers 
of his tradition have assigned to him. A purely literary 
study of the Elisha cycle will fail to penetrate very much 
beyond the purposes and style of the last Deuteronomic re-
dactors. The three roles which seem to account most ade-
quately for the types of tradition within the Elisha cycle 
are the following: 1) wonder worker; 2) cultic prophet; and 
J) political prophet. The first two roles are closely 
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related and it seems that the role of cultic prophet is more 
basic than that of wonder worker. The assumption that Elisha 
can work wonders is derived from the acceptance of him as a 
cultic prophet and as a leader of the "sons of the prophets." 
The wonders performed by Elisha in the Kings tradition can 
be categorized in the following types: healing and resusci-
tation wonders; food increase wonders; wonders which only 
demonstrate the power of the prophet; wonders involving a 
necessary punishment; wonders containing predictive sayings 
which are later fulfilled. The number and variety of won-
der tales in the Elisha cycle may be explained, therefore, 
as typical expressions of what might be expected of a cultic 
prophet and especially the leader of a prophetic band. To 
what extent the number and type of miracle stories represent 
true biographical data for the prophet Elisha is a question 
which cannot be answered. It can be said, however, that the 
role of cultic prophet, which seems to correspond to the career 
of the historic Elisha, would assume the ability to perform. 
such wonders. 
2} The roles of Elisha within the tradition can be best 
explained if it is assumed that the materials in the Elisha 
cycle have been preserved by prophetic circles, especially 
the "sons of the prophets." This is evidenced not only in 
the types of activity associated with Elisha, but also in 
the number of tales in which the "sons of the prophets" are 
a part of the context of the story. The interest in these 
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tales is not only in the hero, Elisha, but also in reminiscences 
of the life and thought of the "sons of the prophets. 11 
J) The conclusions that the 11 sons of the prophets" have 
preserved the ·materials presently included in the Elisha 
cycle and that they have grouped them around three roles of 
Elisha illuminate the lack of importance of Elisha in the 
history of the faith of Israel as well as in the judgment 
of many commentators. The very roles of Elisha which were 
stressed in the Elisha cycle were among the prophetic roles 
which would prove unacceptable after the rise of classical 
prophecy following Amos. Prophetic miracles, cultic prophecy 
as evidenced in prophetic bands, and great involvement in 
political affairs would all cease to be characteristic of 
true prophecy after Amos. 
4) In addition to the above reasons for Elisha's de-
cline in importance in later Judaism one should add his 
relationship to his master, Elijah. The relationship of 
Elijah and Elisha must be reconsidered from several per-
spectives. The proclamation of Elijah as a greater pro-
phet is frequently the result of a comparison of the lit-
erary traditions of the two prophets. It should be immediately 
conceded that the literary traditions of the Elijah cycle are 
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superior to those in the Elisha cycle, although this may indi-
cate nothing about the relative historical significance of 
either of the prophets. One's judgment on Elijah is also 
frequently colored by the great importance which he has for 
rabbinic Judaism. This importance, however, does not stem 
from his historic ministry but primarily from the strange 
manner of his death and from a late reputation as the fore-
runner of the day of the Lord. 
Elijah's greater importance for Judaism and his precedence 
of Elisha chronologically have made commentators too easily 
conclude that doublets in the Elijah-Elisha traditions result 
from the preservers of the Elisha traditions imitating 
stories in the Elijah traditions. In four instances of 
parallelism only one instance ( I K 17:17-24 and II K 4:8-37) 
demonstrates clearly a transfer from Elijah to Elisha 
traditions. 
5) The presence of an admixture of legend and history 
in the Elisha accounts has usually resulted either in a 
general deprecation of the Elisha traditions as legendary 
and therefore worthless or in attempts to separate the legendary 
and the historical elements in a somewhat artifical manner. 
This has been particularly true with respect to the political 
traditions within the Elisha cycle. The conclusion of this 
dissertation is that the role of political prophet for Elisha 
is not an artificial creation by the preservers of his tradition. 
His political activity is most easily demonstrated in his 
participation in the Jehu uprising. Although his role in 
particular political situations may have been exaggerated, 
e.g. II K 7:1-20, his participation in the political life 
of the nation is not inconceivable for a prophet in his day. 
Furthermore, it has been shown that the settings for the 
political traditions in the Elisha cycle are all authentic 
for his general period even though several settings cannot 
be exactly dated. 
The interrelationship of legend and history in the 
Elisha cycle is thus illuminating in that the legendary 
aspects can serve an important role in communicating to 
us the interests and needs of those among whom these tra-
ditions were preserved. The legends themselves serve an 
historical purpose even though they may not carry us di-
rectly to the history of Elisha himself. 
A study of Elisha through the roles assigned to him by 
the preservers of his history results in a more sympathetic 
and a more correct historical understanding of a prophet who 
has lived in tradition at all times well within the shadow 
cast by his predecessor, Elijah. And yet c. H. Gordon is 
correct when he writes: 
If we strip the narratives about Elisha of tneir 
anecdotes, he appears as an important historic 
personage: a maker of kings and a man who 
177 
intervened boldly, at the proper piychologlcal 
moments, 1n international affairs. 
1. GIOTT, p. 188. 
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Statement of the Problem. The dissertation is an investi-
gation of the mixture of legend and history in the Elisha 
cycle in II Kings, attempting to discover to what extent 
the interests and life of the historic Elisha can be au-
thenticated. The Elisha cycle is used as the basis for 
exploring the functions of legend and history in Bibli-
cal traditions. A secondary problem is an evaluation of 
the relationship between Elijah and Elisha, especially at 
those points where it is frequently asserted that Elisha 
traditions are adaptations of Elijah traditions. 
Procedure. The materials of the Elisha cycle are examined 
with respect to their present nature and possible origins 
through the use of form- and literary-critical methods. 
These traditions are grouped according to the roles which 
the early preservers of the Elisha materials appear to 
have assigned to the prophet. Three such roles are con-
sidered: 1) wonder worker; 2) cultic prophet; 3) politi-
cal prophet. Elijah and Elisha traditions are compared 
at those points at which the prophets are associated 
either historically or through doublets in the traditions. 
Talmudic and patristic writings are examined to compare 
the emphases of Elisha's ministry in Kings with the as-
pects of Elisha's ministry which appealed to later Jewish 
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and Christian writers. 
Conclusions. 1. The three roles considered prove to be the 
most adequate bases for comprehending the varying traditions 
of the Elisha cycle. 
2. The role of wonder worker is derived from Elisha's role 
as cultic prophet. The assumption that Elisha can work won-
ders is based on an acceptance of him as cultic prophet and 
as a leader of the "sons of the prophets." 
J. The roles of Elisha within the tradition are best ex-
plained if it is assumed that these materials were preserved 
by prophetic circles, especially the "sons of the prophets." 
4. The preservation of the Elisha tradition by the "sons of 
the prophets" resulted in an emphasis upon prophetic roles 
for Elisha which would cease to be characteristic of clas-
sical prophecy after Amos. 
5. Elisha's stature as a prophet was not enhanced by his 
historic and literary relationship to Elijah. The frequent-
ly asserted superiority of Elijah as a prophet is shown to 
result from judgments based both on the greater excellence 
of the literary traditions of Elijah and on his greater im-
portance for Judaism. An examination of Elijah's importance 
in Judaism shows clearly that it rests on factors other than 
the quality of his historic ministry. 
6. In four instances of parallelism between Elijah and Elisha 
traditions only one instance ( I Kings 17:17-24 parallel to 
II Kings 4:8-37) demonstrates clearly a transfer from Elijah 
to Elisha traditions. 
7• The legendary aspects of those traditions which picture 
Elisha as political prophet are not to be discounted since 
Elisha's participation in the political life of the nation 
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is conceivable for the period in question. It is shown that 
the settings for the political traditions in the Elisha cycle 
are all authentic for the general period, even though 
specific dates cannot be attached to all such traditions. 
8. The legendary aspects of the Elisha traditions are shown 
to serve an historical purpose in communicating the interests 
and needs of those among whom these traditions were preserved. 
The legends are important in expanding our understanding of 
group prophecy in Israel in the ninth century B.C. although 
they do not carry us to the historic Elisha. 
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